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ABSTRACT
Romer, Sarah Grace. MFA. The University of Memphis. May 2012. The Year of
the Myrrhbearers. Major Professor: Richard Bausch.
This novel examines the lives of the three Creighton women, Joanna, Bethany,
and Maggie, during the year following Jeremiah Creighton’s death. While grieving the
loss of a husband and father, each woman also faces the questions regarding the
suspicious circumstances of Jeremiah Creighton’s fatal car accident. Joanna knows and
learns secrets about her husband which she hides from her daughters for fear of the blame
and guilt that will come. Bethany wants to fix her families problems by trying for
children with her husband, Simon, in an attempt to turn pain into hope. Maggie avoids the
adult responsibilities that her older sister is so willing to take on, and instead takes in her
mother, as a new roommate in her apartment. The three women question their own
responsibility in Jeremiah’s death, blurring the memory of him until their guilt and blame
cloud their understanding of him and of themselves.
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Chapter 1

OFF A LONELY highway in south Alabama and down a thinly paved lane,
hugged by a forest of green, the stately white church of the Ivy Creek United Methodist
congregation stood awaiting the survivors of Jeremiah Creighton. The church sat on land
raised above the rest, with its long green shudders closed, its coupling of columns
standing firm, and its quiet cubic belfry, waiting for the Creighton women.
In Joanna Creighton’s minivan, her youngest daughter, twenty-five-year-old
Maggie spread out in the backseat trying to sleep, her heels in the cup holders. Bethany,
almost thirty, sat up front with her mother, and Bethany’s husband, Simon, sat in the
middle. Joanna drove. At fifty-six, she was returning to her childhood church to bury her
husband of thirty years. She clenched the steering wheel with white knuckles. Bethany
fiddled with the radio while Simon scanned the internet on his phone. This would be the
year their lives changed forever, but not one of them could see past the next hour and a
half.
It was the day after Easter and three days after Jerry Creighton crashed his old
white Honda Accord into a tree off I-85. His funeral was at noon. Maggie and Bethany
called their father’s car Ferguson, the Ferg for short. The Ferg was the car they learned
to drive in. It had a large thin steering wheel and maroon interior. It jerked when it
shifted gears, and there was an automatic seatbelt that slid into place when the door shut,
which drove the girls crazy. Their father kept it spotless though, not a French fry in sight.
Only Joanna saw the wrecked car after the accident. The girls met their mother at the
hospital, but their father was already gone.
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Maggie Creighton had not seen her mother in a church since her childhood, save
the one time for Bethany’s wedding that lasted a total of twenty-three minutes. Although
he had no such success during his lifetime, Jerry Creighton had caused his wife to finally
attend church, even though it wasn’t his church.
Maggie pretended to sleep. She wished she didn’t have to pretend; she wanted to
fall off into a mind-clearing abyss of slumber, but she couldn’t. She had barely slept since
the accident. She missed the Easter service where she would have sat in the congregation
with Bethany and Simon, her father in the choir loft. There was no Easter lunch at her
aunt’s house because of the accident, yet the holiday weekend was still a blur of activity.
Her parents’ house was full of people who were afraid to leave her mother alone. The
nights had been her only time to herself, sleeping in one of her parents’ guest rooms,
questioning every event of the family tragedy. How could he, a man who was so careful,
who taught her how to drive defensively, always on the lookout for someone else’s
mistakes, how could he have lost control of the car like that? How had he hit the only tree
on that stretch of road? Why wasn’t there anyone else involved? Why wasn’t there
someone to blame?
Her father hit the tree on his way home from choir practice Friday night. The
choir had been preparing for the Easter service where every year they sang Handel’s
“Hallelujah Chorus” accompanied by the city orchestra. It was a magnificent
performance. The entire congregation stood. Jerry Creighton’s church in downtown
Montgomery was large and notoriously affluent. Although he was no socialite, the
people there knew him. Maggie knew her mother couldn’t bring herself to attend, to sit
alone in the congregation while her husband sang in the choir loft, to feel the eyes of the
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better dressed, the better tucked and plucked. Maggie didn’t go to church every Sunday,
but Bethany and Simon had started going to that church consistently since they got
married a few years before. As a lawyer and accountant, members of the Montgomery
Country Club and the Junior League, they fit in well. When Bethany and Maggie stayed
at their parents’ house, outside of town, for a holiday, they would ask their mother to
come with them, but coincidently their presence required an elaborate and time
consuming Sunday lunch to be prepared, all morning long.
Jerry Creighton loved to sing. He was an actor in college and had a local radio
show for a short time before he began teaching public speaking classes at the local
college. He played musicals and operas for his girls in the tape deck of the Ferg, and he
broke out in song in the middle of conversation. This was a source of embarrassment on
many high school date nights. Despite his embarrassing antics, Maggie was thankful for
his active participation in the church. She wished her mother had something like it,
something to immerse herself in, other than her family and their every movement.
Jerry had never officially joined the church though, and Joanna still had two
spaces in the family plot that her father bought her years ago. So the Creightons were on
their way to a church in Autaugaville near Joanna’s birthplace, a church that Maggie
hadn’t been to since she was a child visiting her grandparents. Maggie watched the tops
of the trees through the car window, many just beginning to green. She faded for only
minutes before she felt the gravel terrain under the minivan’s wheels.

WHILE WATCHING the road and her mother’s hands on the wheel, Bethany
worried. With Simon and Maggie behind her, she could only focus on what she could
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see, and she could see the gravel lane and the church and her mother, the widow. None
of it seemed real. It didn’t seem possible that her father had just died or that they were
arriving at a church in the middle of nowhere to bury him. She tried to think of the last
time she had talked to him. She couldn’t place it. She called her mother almost daily to
check in, and she would hear her father in the same room, but she rarely called him,
unless it was for something big. He was always better at the big things; he was able to
help her think things out and make the best decisions. Confronted with the same
situation, her mother would become irrational and decide that a quarrel with a coworker
meant that Bethany should quit her job.
She must have seen him last week, for church. A week ago, she decided, was the
last time she saw him, but they didn’t actually speak because he was singing and she and
Simon had lunch plans with a couple they met at the country club. Bethany’s mind
jumped back to the present. Did her mother eat breakfast? Did they have enough gas to
get back? She couldn’t make her mind stop.
Bethany had grown accustomed to a constant buzz in her head because she was
always thinking about her job. After three years at the law firm, the worry seemed
normal. This new worry was so different though, very different from deadlines and client
emails. She needed the worry about her mother and the details to suppress the one worry
that was bothering her the most. She had overheard something at the hospital, the
whisperings of nurses. No brake marks on the road. He couldn’t see the single tree and
swerve to miss it? Her mother turned off the car. They were getting out. There was Aunt
Rena. Something to relieve Bethany, to stop her mind from where it was going.
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THE DAY of the funeral was warm even for the south, and since there was little
shade in the parking lot of the Ivy Creek United Methodist Church, Maggie took off her
sweater and held it over her arm. Maggie, Bethany, Joanna, and Simon were barely out of
the van, still stashing pocketbooks under seats, and pulling out sunglasses, when Aunt
Rena pulled up beside them. Maggie knew her mother liked to be early and that she
wanted to be the first one there, but she was grateful for another family, one that might
fill the void of silence that had permeated the car for the forty-five minute ride from
Montgomery. Uncle Bo and Aunt Rena did just that, talking fast from the nerves of an
uncomfortable situation. Maggie’s seventeen-year-old cousin, Peyton, stayed in the car
putting on lip gloss in the visor mirror and texting on her sequined cell phone. Fourteenyear-old Chapman shuffled around the car, his hands in his pockets, mumbling greetings
to his aunt and cousins, avoiding their eyes.
Maggie and Bethany sat down on a wooden bench by the sidewalk of the church
while their mother talked to her sister about the plans for the service and Simon talked to
Uncle Bo about golf. The dedication placard on the back of the seat stood out to Maggie,
the name of someone’s grandfather, some church elder, who had died. That could be her
father’s name now, on a bench at a church they had never attended as a family. Sitting
with her back against the placard she felt like she was sitting on a grave. It felt irreverent.
Her sister crossed her legs, the red soles of her tall black heels exposed.
“Are you okay?” Maggie asked.
“Yeah. Yeah. Are you?” Bethany replied picking a plug of grass off the tip of her
heel.
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Maggie wore a navy paints suit and white blouse with a Peter Pan collar. Her
mother bought it for her, for her interview at Bouquet magazine, a job as design assistant
that she got and kept for six months until the magazine went under. She wished she was
wearing all black like her sister. She felt like a sailor. Her mother wanted her to wear a
dress, but she hadn’t felt like shaving her legs.
Bethany wasn’t thinking about her outfit; she was back to the nurse’s gossip.
Montgomery was a small town that loved scandal. Although she recognized how it might
affect her career and social interactions, she was actually thinking of her mother.
Bethany was young; her mother wasn’t. Joanna Creighton depended completely on her
family for her identity. Despite the years she had on Bethany to amass strength and
fighting power, she had less now to be strong for.
“This just doesn’t seem right,” Maggie said.
“Why do you say that?” Bethany asked.
“I’m just not sure he should be buried here,” Maggie said. The day before she
had suggested the cremation urns at his church downtown. She had only wanted to be
involved in the decisions. She believed she knew what her father would have wanted, just
as much as her mother did.
Bethany did not respond. She sat there inert and then crossed and re-crossed her
legs.
“This isn’t his church,” Maggie continued.
“Oh,” Bethany said. “It was just that. Okay.”
“Just what?” Maggie asked. She watched her mother pace in front of the church,
talking on her cell phone, giving directions.
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“I just can’t stop thinking about it. The one tree, Maggie. The one tree within a
hundred yards of the highway, and he hit it. He wasn’t even drinking or anything”
Although Maggie had thought this too, she was beginning to realize that this fact
created different implications for her sister than it had for her. She had simply thought
her father was the unluckiest man in the world. She was very glad that the drive to
Autagaville didn’t pass that part of the highway. She hadn’t seen the exact place since it
happened. She didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t want to see that spot every time
she drove down the highway and remember.
“What does it matter?” she said.
“It’s just not likely, Maggie. You would swerve. You would brake. Right?”
“Where did you get this from? Why are you saying this?” Maggie was sitting up
straighter and talking loud enough for her mother to look at her sternly.
“Whoa. Don’t get mad at me. I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s nothing. I just
heard some nurses talking at the hospital. I’m just being stupid. I know. Please don’t be
mad.”
Maggie felt herself breathing through her mouth and consciously closed her lips
tightly.
“I’m probably just angry,” Bethany said, trying to recover. “Anger is a grieving
symptom. I read about them this morning online. I’m just mad he’s gone. Leaving Mom
alone in that brand new house. I bet there isn’t even any money. It’ll be on us now.
Barely thirty and taking in a parent.”
Bethany bowed her head, her hands clenched.

7

“God, how could he do this?” Bethany spoke softly now but with determined
reservation. When she spoke again, she was crying. “Dammit,” she said, her head behind
her hands. “What are they going to say? What are they going to fucking say?”

AT A QUARTER past eleven, cars began to arrive. Joanna Creighton and her
daughters stood on the front steps of the church waiting. Without thinking about it, they
knew what was proper on such an occasion. They would greet funeral guests. They
would shake hands with Jerry’s colleagues, with family friends, with relatives. They
would be hostesses.
The women had little to do in between the arrivals. When struck with childhood
boredom, Joanna told her daughters, “Idle hands are the devil’s playthings,” but on this
day their hands were empty. They had nothing to do but wait.
Joanna discussed the lunch plans with Aunt Rena. Since the Easter lunch had
been put off, most of the lunch items were dishes usually made for that occasion. Ham,
Asparagus casserole, deviled eggs. Joanna listed each item down to the dinner rolls, like
always. Simon had impersonated her one time on their way to a family dinner. What are
we having for dinner, Mrs. Creighton? Well, Simon, we are having hashbrowns, steaks,
green beans, salt, pepper, forks, spoons, napkins.
Bethany straightened Simon’s collar. She never did this, partially because
Simon’s collar was never askew, including that moment, but Bethany needed something
to do with her hands, something to fix, and Simon let her fix him. Maggie stood at the
bottom of the steps waiting to greet the great aunts and great uncles she didn’t remember
having. She was glad she was wearing her black ballet flats, instead of heels like
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Bethany. Bethany had Simon to lean into when her 3-inch pumps hurt her feet. Maggie
didn’t have a husband or boyfriend to support her. Her father used to serve as a good
substitute. As Lincoln town cars pulled into the gravel lot, she gripped the railing with
cold clammy hands.
Bethany was good at greeting long lost relatives. She had learned how to carry
herself over the years of working professionally in a small old-money town. She moved
to the opposite side of the steps in her black pumps with red soles and her sheath dress
with the ruffles around the neck. Maggie remained standing beside her mother and aunt.
A great aunt slowly walked up to them, and Bethany put her arm around her, rubbing the
back of the old lady’s shawled shoulders. Maggie didn’t recognize the aunt until Bethany
loudly welcomed her, making sure the old lady could hear her. Simon stood beside
Bethany, tall with ruddy features, his freckles warming in the sun. He nodded his head
and forced a smile. Except for Joanna, they were all tall, even Maggie in her flats. There
was a lot of bending over to shake hands or to hug the old guests with their weakening
spines.
They should be dead not Daddy, Maggie thought. She didn’t even care that it was
a horrible thing to think. Their kids and grandkids wouldn’t miss them; the old people
were barely alive anyway. Maggie was having trouble being the hostess. She had never
been good at it like Bethany. She had never invited friends over for a party in her tiny and
barely furnished apartment. She couldn’t understand how her sister was maintaining
control and decorum, especially after dropping something so volatile in her lap just
moments before. Maggie wasn’t ready yet for this funeral. She wanted more time to
figure everything out. She needed it to be explained to her like a math problem. How did
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it work? How was it possible that her father had died? Maybe a rational solution would
help her allow this to happen.
Family members were arriving, cousins, aunts, uncles, and grandparents. Maggie
saw Simon’s parents, the Petersons. Maggie didn’t know who was coming. It wasn’t
something she had thought about. Joanna and Rena continued to talk about what to do
next and what was left to be done. Joanna had managed to organize every moment of this
day with to-do lists. She labeled the frozen casseroles dropped off by neighbors,
including who it was from, when it was made, and what was in it. Maggie didn’t want to
see her break. It would have been easier if the woman had been crying for three days
straight, but her mother only cried when she was mad. She wasn’t mad yet.
Joanna Creighton was short and pear shaped with thick and curly brown hair. A
little plump with beautiful tan skin that she claimed was from her Creek heritage.
Maggie looked more like her mother than her father, and Bethany the opposite. Standing
beside Aunt Rena, Joanna looked much older. Behind gold wire glasses, her skin pooled
above her eyelids, and she stood with arms crossed to cover her stomach. Her dress was
outdated, several years old and faded. It clung to her in the wrong spots. Rena wore the
same brands as her young daughter.
Maggie’s noticed her cousin Peyton’s Ray Ban sunglasses. She was very tan for
that time of year, and Maggie remembered that her Junior Miss Pageant was only a
month away. Her mother had bought tickets for it months before. Chapman hovered
around their other cousin Blake, listening and yet not listening to his conversation with
some other men. There was a lull in the arrival of guests. Maggie rocked in her shoes.
She could feel the tiny rocks in the concrete through the thin soles.
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She wished she had someone to talk to. Normally, she would talk to her father,
especially at family functions or awkward social events. She felt her gut sink as she
reminded herself that this was her father’s funeral. It wasn’t real that he was gone. Old
people died, not dads.
Jeremiah Creighton was a good man. Maggie wondered if that was how the
minister would start. What do you say about a fifty-eight-year-old professor who ran his
car into the only tree off the highway? He was a good father. He was a good husband.
He sang in the church choir—not this church but still—a church. The pastor probably
saw him as that guy on television who emceed the public television telethon every year.
Or did normal people watch public television? Maybe he didn’t recognize him at all, had
to ask around to even figure out who he was. She knew what kind of eulogy he would
get. The pastor wouldn’t mention the hours spent teaching Maggie to play the piano
when her fingers couldn’t reach an octave or how he read and reread every school paper,
circling each misused comma and then crying at the end because she had become such a
good student. Maggie was suddenly glad this church was out in the country and that the
funeral announcement had only just run in today’s paper. She didn’t want any of his
disrespectful students to show up at his funeral. The ones who wrote cruel things about
him on Rateyourprofessor.com, which she had read thoroughly, although she was sure he
never had, being it quite unlikely that he was even aware the website existed.
A hearse backed up to the sidewalk. Upon seeing it, Maggie realized her father’s
body wasn’t even inside yet, but instead in the back of this comically large vehicle. The
pallbearers pulled the casket out and carried it up the steps. She leaned against the
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railing. She didn’t have to do anything. She had just been following her sister and her
mother all day long. She didn’t have to carry him. She didn’t have to speak.
No one had seen him yet. Two magnolia leaf wreaths hung on the church doors.
Simon, her cousins Blake and Chapman, Uncle Bo, Uncle Parker, and her dad’s brothers
carried the casket through the doors, bumping the wreaths. Chapman faltered with the
corner of the casket as the men made their way into the church. A magnolia leaf fell to
the ground.
The casket was made of dark wood. Maggie had never thought about how nice a
casket could look. Her grandfather had a charcoal gray one. It had been very shiny.
Now she decided it must have been cheap because this casket was so much more
beautiful. She knew her mother had spent too much. There were several more pallbearers
than the men carrying the casket, but Maggie realized the title was more honorary than
necessary. After a few minutes, the minister came outside and nodded his head to
Joanna. Bethany turned to Maggie, and Maggie realized that meant it was time to go see
him. The service would be closed casket, but family was given a chance to see him in
advance. Her mother was saying this to Rena at the bottom of the steps. Maggie could
hear the recent conversation echoing in her mind, something about how nice the greenery
looked, how it was more than she expected for the price. The two sisters stood still.
“I’ll go with you,” Aunt Rena told Joanna. “Parker, don’t you want to come with
us?”
“Oh, no. I don’t do that. I never do that. I’ll wait,” Joanna’s brother replied.
“You should go,” someone nearby said, someone Maggie vaguely recognized
from the college. Her father’s secretary, maybe. “It provides so much closure.”
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How did they know this? How many funerals had these people been to? How
many dead bodies had they been around?
Maggie watched as Rena led her mother through the white doors of the church.
Rena picked up the leaves that had fallen off of the wreaths. They disappeared into the
dark church. Maggie wondered how her uncle Parker could refuse to go in. Wasn’t he
curious? Didn’t he need to see his brother-in-law one more time? Maggie thought of her
grandfather, the only dead person she had ever seen. She inherited a gold brooch of his
mother’s and had nightmares that he came back to life to take it from her.
But, she wouldn’t have nightmares about her own father. He wasn’t some relative
she might inherit a trinket from. He wasn’t a body to peer at. She was insulted by her
own curiosity.
Her mother came out walking too fast for Aunt Rena to keep up. She had her
hand over her mouth and Rena directed her down the sidewalk toward the back of the
church.
“His nose. His nose,” she said as she passed. “They messed up his nose.”
There was the anger. Bethany looked at Maggie, but didn’t have a chance to say
anything because two of her father’s coworkers walked up. Maggie shook hands with
them like Bethany and Simon did. Maggie looked around and saw how many cars had
pulled into the lot, how many people were getting out, straightening their dresses and suit
pants. She walked off quickly, letting Bethany handle the conversation. She walked near
the railing of the steps and into the church, as if she was hiding from the sunlight.
The inside was not as dark as it looked from the steps. Its golden wooded pews
shined in the sunlight streaming in through the stained glass windows. A few guests sat
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in the back of the church, waiting. She followed the red carpet to the front of the church.
Maggie’s uncle on her dad’s side stood beside the minister whispering. He looked like
her father but younger and rounder. She walked up to the shining wooden casket.
A man lay in it, his eyes closed, his mouth sagging. It wasn’t her father, not the
one she knew, not the living. His nose was too pointy like her mother said, and his skin
was also very pale. It sagged around his neck. His hair looked like a wig. His blue
button down shirt bunched loosely around his stomach. She didn’t remember that he had
lost so much weight, but maybe he had. He had aged a lot since she finished college.
The worst part about what Bethany had said earlier was that somewhere inside her
Maggie suspected something was off. Her father had not been the same in recent months.
He was quieter. He moved less. He was missing something.
Maggie reached out her hand, but couldn’t touch him. She rested it on the edge of
the casket. He was gone. There was no Jerry Creighton in that body. No blood, no
thoughts, just a thing. She wondered if she would regret looking at him. She nodded to
her uncle, the living semblance of her father, and walked out of the church down the
other aisle.
“She’s better now,” Bethany said to her on the steps. “Aunt Rena helped her calm
down. Did you go in?”
“Yeah. It’s not him.”
“What?” Bethany sounded just like their mother.
“No. I mean it is him. It just doesn’t look like him. I see why it upset Mom.”
“Oh.”
Bethany looked at the open church doors, but stayed where she was.
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Maggie wanted to talk to her father, about what a corpse looked like, about her
mother’s angry tears. Of all the times she wished her father could be with her, it was at
his own funeral.
Maggie’s mother had called her at the country club when it happened. Maggie
wasn’t a member like her sister; she worked there. When Maggie’s job at the magazine
fell through, it took all the pride she had to ask for her job at the country club back. She
moved from a desk job at Bouquet magazine to popping beers for crotchety old men
playing night tennis to avoid their wives. And it only paid half the rent.
Luckily, Simon nor Bethany played tennis, so she never had to serve them,
although Simon occasionally stopped by while he was playing golf, and Maggie would
slip him a free beer. Maggie wondered if Bethany’s new friends at the club knew that her
sister worked there.
On the night of the accident, Maggie didn’t feel the vibration of the first call
because she was pulling bottles from the fridge. She hesitated to answer the second call,
but she knew her mother knew where she was. Joanna posted a specific schedule of her
daughters’ work hours and any events or meetings they had on the fridge in her kitchen.
It had to be important, and Maggie knew it was in the way that her mother said her name
when she answered. It wasn’t like he had been sick, like anyone expected it. She wasn’t
waiting for the call. She just knew immediately only something this horrible could have
happened, something her mother couldn’t say.
Because Maggie had thought about it. What would her mother do if her father left
her? What could she do all alone? It wasn’t a love story. It was middle age. It was
isolation. It was Joanna Creighton.
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Maggie didn’t explain why she was leaving to her manager. She simply grabbed
her purse and walked out. Hours later in the waiting room, she realized she still had on
her black waiter’s apron with the bottle opener hanging on the belt.
Standing on the steps in the warm sun, she thought she could go to sleep now if
she had the chance. Her blank stare was blocking conversation from the guests. Peyton
walked up the steps with a friend. With their coats over their arms, Maggie first noticed
that Peyton’s dress was too bright for a funeral as was her friend’s, but of course, the
deceased’s own daughter was dressed like a sailor. The young girls didn’t say anything,
just smiled sheepishly, until Maggie acknowledged them.
“Ya’ll look pretty,” she said.
They thanked her and fiddled with their sunglasses. Maggie hadn’t spent much
time with her cousins since she was a kid. Bethany and Maggie were too many years
older than they were. Too much older to gossip, though not old enough to scold. Once
the cousins hit the teenage years, they got shy around Bethany and Maggie, and Maggie
was never any good at forcing conversation.
Blake, Uncle Parker’s son, walked up to Maggie, Bethany, and Simon.
“Do I need to button my jacket?” he asked.
Blake was barely twenty, but already balding like his father. His blue blazer was
unbuttoned over his khaki pants. He was an official pallbearer with an official coat and
tie. In the last year, he had begun to talk to his older cousins more, apparently feeling the
pull of adulthood, understanding the necessity of obligatory small talk.
“I think it’s fine,” Bethany told him.
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“Cool. I’m going to take Chapman down to the cemetery. He wants to find
another one of those confederate coins that he found down there when Granddaddy died.”
“I’ll go with ya’ll,” Maggie said.
She followed them out to the parking lot. She couldn’t see Bethany’s roll her
eyes, but she knew this was shirking duty.
“Found any cool bugs lately?” she asked Chapman and immediately realized that
it was two Christmases ago that he liked bugs.
“I feed my iguana bugs,” Chapman replied. “But what’s really cool is to watch
my snake eat rats.”
“You don’t have a snake,” Blake told him, as he led the way past the parking lot
to the small graveyard shaded by large oaks and pines.
“Yes, I do! He lives under the house.”
“If I ask Aunt Rena, will she say the same thing?”
Chapman didn’t reply.
Maggie left the two boys by the entrance of the graveyard looking for coins and
arrowheads or some other treasure. They had not just lost their father, Maggie realized.
This was just a family event to them, like Christmas dinner or Easter lunch. And here she
was following them to play.
The cemetery was secluded, an opening in the woods, shaded with huge trees.
She thought it would be a peaceful place to rest. She walked past the funeral tent and
green carpeted chairs where her father would be buried in a few hours. She found her
grandfather’s plot. At his burial, Maggie had stood by her father near the back while the
minister spoke. A tiny green lizard scurried into the space in the ground where her
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grandfather’s casket was to be lowered. Maggie gasped when she saw it, and pointed it
out to her father.
“Well, he could use a companion down there,” he said, which made her laugh
aloud in the middle of the ceremony.
Burial seemed so physical, the metal poles the casket rested on before they
plopped it into the ground. The ugly green carpet spread out around the grave, an
Astroturf prayer rug. Maggie sat down in front of her grandfather’s plot. The marble
was shiny and gray. Fake yellow flowers sat in a green pot at the head of the graves. The
grave wasn’t as pretty as the bright white headstones that were decades old. Her father’s
would be ugly too. It was like a new house in one of those cookie cutter neighborhoods.
She wished her father could have one of the old white marble graves with the intricate
headstones, one with character. She rubbed her fingers over the engravings of the
tombstone. She’d seen people make charcoal rubbings of the engravings like she did
with leaves as a child. That was for famous people though, celebrities and war heroes.
It was quiet. Maggie didn’t see Blake or Chapman at the cemetery entrance, so
she walked back up to the church.
Many more people had arrived. The parking lot was full with cars parked in the
grass and down the drive. Her family was waiting. She hugged the relatives she hadn’t
seen yet, and filed in behind her mother. It was time to form a procession into the
church.

JOANNA LOOKED down as she led the family. She was uncertain, unfamiliar
with leading. Stepping out of the sunlight and into the church was blinding. It took a
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moment for her eyes to adjust and see all of the people inside, a few friends from the
neighborhood, countless relatives, Jerry’s colleagues, people she recognized but couldn’t
place. She sat down in the front pew and her daughters and Simon squeezed in. He was
too many, and he squirmed against the hard pew looking around awkwardly, but he
couldn’t move back now. He hung his arm out into the aisle to make more room. The
ceremony began. Joanna was relieved to see the casket closed.
She wanted to listen to the minister talk about her husband. She wanted to hear his
friends tell stories about him, and she wanted to pray to the God she was afraid to
worship, but she couldn’t stop replaying the accident in her mind.
She had been napping in one of the new reddish-brown leather recliners in their
living room, with a fleece blanket spread out over her and a throw pillow behind her
neck. When her phone rang, she cursed aloud, knowing that it was Jerry, calling to talk
to her on his way home from choir practice. He always did that, and she always
complained about it, not to him, but to her daughters. He would be home in twenty-five
minutes. Why did he need to call her on the way home?
Because, she knew, he was driving and bored, while she was at home with things
to do, usually an armful of laundry. She threw off the blanket and followed the loud
chirping of her phone to the kitchen counter, but when she looked at the screen she didn’t
recognize the number, and she put it down again. She didn’t answer phone calls from
people she didn’t know, but something about the numbers caught her attention, the way
the last two were the same, although she didn’t remember them afterwards, and she
answered it, preparing to tell a telemarketer off.
“Mrs. Creighton?”
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The words came quickly without time for her to think. Once the words “accident”
and “I85” were clear to her, Joanna was shutting the door to her house, in house slippers
and Jerry’s black anorak that had been on a chair by the door. She never even realized
that she hung up on the police officer until she wondered about it later.
The drive down the interstate was long, her eyes straight ahead, squinting for any
sign of the wreck, sitting straight up, letting herself drive seventy-eight miles per hour
instead of her normal seventy-two. She didn’t hear where the wreck was on the
interstate, didn’t know if the voice had told her, but as she moved closer and closer to her
husband’s church the cars slowed. She pulled off onto the shoulder and drove past the
stopped cars until she saw blue lights.
The tree was splintered, the hood of her husband’s white car pursed into it as if in
an embrace. He was on a stretcher, blood all over his white collared shirt and a small
spot on his forehead. The police were talking to her, but she couldn’t hear them.
“Are you coming?” the paramedic asked her holding out his hand for her to step
up into the ambulance. She took it.
Inside, the young paramedics let her hold his hand. He hadn’t moved since she
arrived, but everything else seemed to vibrate with activity. The noises, the beeps, the
paramedics working back and forth, over him and then to a machine, and then back and
forth between each other. She closed her eyes and prayed. She often prayed. She found
it even more comforting since her family worried that she didn’t go to church any more.
It was her little secret. Just she and God, talking about her day, thinking about her family,
during the recent months praying for her husband and what they called “the dumps.”
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This prayer that she prayed while holding her husband’s hand with her eyes
closed tightly and her ears ignoring all of the commotion around her was only two words
repeated over and over.
“Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.”
And then, the noises stopped. She felt the paramedics stop moving. The
ambulance seemed to slow down, and someone touched her shoulder. She looked up to
see the young man who had helped her into the vehicle, sweat beading around his
temples, his cheeks flushed, and he said, “I’m sorry, Ma’am. He didn’t make it.”
Joanna didn’t need to sit and listen to some minister who barely knew her
husband talk about his life. She needed to plan something or clean something, anything
active that she could do to prevent herself from hurting someone. She didn’t want to
think about how it happened or the questions that were in the eyes of the police officers.
It made her feel guilty and that made her angrier. Of anyone in the world who would hurt
from Jerry Creighton’s death, she would hurt the most. She lost the most. She didn’t
want to be with the people in the church, but she would make it through until she could
be alone, in her bed, in their bed, and she would suffer with no one else to see.

MAGGIE FOLLOWED the outline of figures in the stained glass windows. She
watched the trees rustle outside the window. She counted, just as far as she could go
until she lost her place. Then she started over. Her bottom was numb in her seat. Her
father’s sister from Cincinnati was sobbing so loudly, Maggie wondered if anyone could
hear the minister, although she herself wasn’t listening to him. He didn’t know her father.
He was trying to console them, to make sense of what had happened, to give them hope,
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and there wasn’t any, not from him. She reached out to hold her mother’s hand. Joanna
held on, only loosely, squeezing once when someone hiccoughed and scared her. Maggie
didn’t know what was said about her father. For once, the words of others didn’t matter
to her.
The funeral was short. The burial was even shorter. A prayer graveside. A song.
That hour and a half had become a moment, unmemorable compared to Jerry Creighton’s
life and to the burden of questions facing them. They didn’t watch the casket being
lowered. They could come back, Joanna decided. The crowd shuffled around the green
funeral tent unsure what to do after the final prayer. Uncle Bo invited everyone to lunch
at his house in Greenville. Several guests began to leave, to get back to Montgomery, to
work, to their Mondays. Maggie spoke to a few friends before they left. She hadn’t
realized they were there. She was growing numb.

IT WAS warm inside her aunt’s house. Rena pulled out covered dishes from the
fridge, heating some in the oven. Family brought in more and more and the dining room
was full of sustenance. Maggie found some ham salad on tiny rolls that she couldn’t stop
eating. Everyone was talking about who was at the funeral. The grandparents barely
spoke because they could barely hear. Aunt Rena pointed out a politician that had been
there. Joanna said Jerry knew him from the choir. After her fifth ham salad sandwich,
Maggie noticed Blake leave through the sun room. His father was too busy discussing
the upcoming gubernatorial race to reprimand him. Peyton and Chapman followed him.
Maggie didn’t feel welcomed to follow them, but she wanted to get out of the warm den
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and the talking. She got up to leave and ran into Simon on the way out. He stepped out
of the bathroom and asked her where she was going.
“I was just going to see what Blake was doing out here.”
“Oh, well I’ll come with you,” he offered.
They didn’t find Blake in the sun room, but outside, they saw Blake’s old Land
Rover parked down the driveway in the yard. When they reached the car, they found
Blake and Peyton inside it, smoking a joint. Simon opened the passenger door.
“Shit,” Blake said. “Does my Dad know we’re out here?”
“No,” Simon said. “Scoot over.”
Maggie climbed in too, immediately worried that the smell would get on her
clothes. Simon offered her a hit, but she didn’t take it.
“Are you going to tell?” Blake asked Maggie.
“No.”
Blake seemed to like Simon. Blake got to play golf with him the day before his
wedding and ever since then, he carried himself differently around him, like they were
friends.
Maggie wished she could suck in a deep breath of marijuana, but she knew it was
a bad idea. Every time she smoked pot she got paranoid. She never understood how it
calmed people down. She wondered when her aunt would break out the booze inside.
“Did your dad kill himself?” Chapman asked. Maggie hadn’t realized he was
there, sitting in the back seat. Only fourteen.
“Chapman!” Peyton scolded as an older sister would.
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Maggie sat there without responding. She was madder that Chapman was in the
car than that he asked that question. She didn’t even know what pot was at that age.
Simon looked at Maggie for her to respond.
“No,” Simon filled in for her when she didn’t say anything. “Joanna said he
hadn’t been sleeping well. They think he fell asleep at the wheel.”
How did he know this? No one had told her anything aside from her sister’s
comments before the funeral. Why hadn’t she asked these questions? Couldn’t it have
just been an accident? A mistake?
The car was quiet for a minute.
“Okay. Well, Dad thinks he killed himself.”
“Chapman!” came the yell from Blake and Peyton.
They passed the joint around the car one more time. Maggie breathed in the
skunky smoke and closed her eyes.
“Sure you don’t want some?” Peyton asked and giggled.
Maggie shook her head. She felt her face getting hot.
“Mom wants to know where we are,” Chapman announced, reading a text from
his phone.
“Alright, let’s go,” Blake said, putting out the joint and slipping it into the car’s
console.
They climbed out of the car. Maggie held the door open for Chapman and waited
while he climbed out. She followed slowly behind. Simon slowed down to walk with
her.
“I meant that, you know. He wouldn’t kill himself.”
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“I know,” she said, but she wasn’t sure she believed it. She was angry that
Chapman was so sure, just because his father told him. She was angry that her uncle
could be so sure. She was angry that she wasn’t sure. Sure that it had been an accident,
sure that he had been happy enough to keep on with life, sure that he wouldn’t run away
from her mother if he got the chance, this woman whom Maggie often hated for her
obsessions, her anxieties, her isolation. No, she had to be sure that he loved his wife and
his children and his job. Without that, she would need someone to blame. She couldn’t
blame her mother. She consciously decided that she couldn’t blame her.

BETHANY STOPPED Simon in the sun room where she was looking through a
photo album and drinking something out of a highball.
“Are you high?” Bethany asked him.
Until she found the preoccupation of a photo album, Bethany had been sitting in
the dining room with the grandparents, some who had already forgotten why they were
there. Her mother was smiling, actually smiling, and that scared Bethany more than it
worried her.
Bethany had always loved coming to her aunt’s house for holidays. Rena was
much more concerned with décor and entertaining than Joanna. Rena had just redecorated
a few years ago, changing all of the bright floral prints to neutral beiges. Bethany loved
the carpet best, like a soft burlap, so rustic. She remembered seeing her mother’s face
when they first saw the redecoration. Her mother tried to look interested, but she was
obviously jealous or simply annoyed. She didn’t have any real compliments for the
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changes, only saying, “It looks nice.” She later ranted about the expense of such things,
believing the money should be spent on Peyton’s and Chapman’s education instead.
For holidays, the family tried to rotate the party between the houses each year.
Aunt Karen and Uncle Parker rarely had it at theirs because their house out in the country
was small and hard to get to. Bethany preferred having it at Rena’s because when they
had it her parents’ house, Joanna would get so stressed out, planning every part of the
menu down to the type of bread they had. She would clean and re-clean the house and
then call in a professional maid service. She even moved furniture around to create a
makeshift bar.
Bethany didn’t notice these things growing up. Christmas with the Creightons
was always exciting because they got to open presents, and she usually got to play Santa
because she was the oldest. One year she realized that the adults were having fun too,
only because they were getting very drunk, and that year she decided she had become an
adult. She finally understood life.
Although the funeral wasn’t a holiday, the Creighton family seemed to be doing
the same thing. She saw her uncle pull out a bottle of Jack Daniels and begin mixing
drinks. No need for a fancy bar for this occasion.
Bethany couldn’t stop thinking about how the accident happened. She wondered
if all the family members were thinking the same thing, or if it was all in her head. She
hated telling Maggie about it. She didn’t want her sister to think she was only concerned
with what people thought, but she resented Maggie for not thinking of those things. She
was so childish sometimes. At this point she realized that she hadn’t seen her husband or
sister in quite a while.
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She knew Simon was high when she found them, and she was almost too tired to
be angry.
“I can’t believe you brought some with you,” she said.
“I didn’t. Blake had some in his car,” Simon replied.
“Jeez. Blake? Okay whatever. I guess I don’t feel so bad about drinking, now.”

MAGGIE DIDN’T wait to hear this conversation. Instead, she returned to the den
and slumped down in the folding chair beside her mother, not caring anymore if she
smelled like pot. Booze and hooch were allowed after funerals, weren’t they? Half the
people in the room would probably toke up if offered. She leaned on her mother’s arm.
“You’re tired. Aren’t you, baby?” Joanna said.
Maggie nodded.
“We’ll leave soon.”
Maggie loved this part of her mother. The mothering part. The homemade
lunches, the clean laundry, the hugging part. She waited while her family finished their
plates of ham and turkey. She waited while Rena boxed up the leftovers to send home
with their family. She waited while her aunts and uncles and grandparents and family
friends hugged and kissed and said goodbye. Then Simon loaded up the car, and they all
piled in. Maggie slept on the drive back to Montgomery. She woke up when Joanna
stopped at Bethany and Simon’s house to let them out. She saw when Simon squeezed
Bethany’s butt while walking up their front steps. She wasn’t jealous of the drugs or the
sex; she was jealous of having something to do, other than think. Joanna and Maggie sat
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in the car for a moment waiting for them to make it in the house. Then, Joanna pulled out
onto the highway to head home.
Maggie would stay with her mother one more night. They were alone for the first
time since the accident, driving down the interstate in a car that had no name. He
wouldn’t have done it. Maggie felt pretty sure now. She had thought about it—not his
death, but him leaving her. They were so isolated with few friends. Her mother seemed
to restrict his options, by always wanting to stay home and guilting him into doing the
same.
Joanna Creighton was a pain in the ass. She was obsessive compulsive, a
perfectionist, irrational. She didn’t let anyone in except her family, and so her family
carried the weight of all of her emotional burdens. She lived with grudges and never
forgave the mean look someone gave her. She didn’t trust people. She barely trusted
herself. Maggie feared every part of herself that was similar to her mother, even the good
parts. As much as Maggie disliked her mother and as heavy a burden as she was to her
husband, she knew that her daddy would never leave her. She was his conscience.
“Well, it’s over,” Joanna said. “I thought we’d never leave.”
It was an old family joke. Her mother and father would say, “I thought they’d
never leave,” just loud enough for their children to hear on their way out of the house. At
that moment, Maggie wondered if it was actually true, if her parents resented them and
actually wanted to be alone, hidden away from the rest of the world. She knew, at least,
that her mother meant it at this moment. How cruel to have a huge get-together after
someone dies, when the mourners probably would prefer to be alone for days if not
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weeks. Maggie could have left her mother alone for the night, but thinking about the
possibilities just scared her.

SIMON AND Bethany sat down on their sofa and turned on the television to
drown out the events of the day. Bethany thought about her mother out in that new house
twenty minutes from town. She no longer knew what to do, what the right answer was.
Keep her busy. Give her space. Never leave her alone. Bethany couldn’t do it
anymore. Talking to family members all day and trying to be strong exhausted her,
especially when Maggie kept running off and not helping. Bethany suddenly felt very
confused and lost. She didn’t have anything else on her list. There was always work of
course, but the firm had been very accommodating. Her phone hadn’t vibrated once with
an email or message in the last day. Her maid was scheduled to come tomorrow, so there
was no cleaning to do. Instead of thinking of the past few days, the questions with the
accident, the pain, Bethany thought about the future. What would happen now?
She sat on their leather sofa, her heels propped up on the ottoman, Simon’s arm
around her shoulders, the cooking channel on. Her hand rested on her bloated stomach,
covering the proof of too many sandwiches and brownies from her aunt’s house.
“Maybe we should have a baby,” she said suddenly.
“Hah. Okay,” Simon said, laughing.
“No really. I just feel like we are running out of time. I can’t believe Daddy will
never meet our children.”
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Simon looked down at his wife and rubbed her shoulder. He said, “We can tell
our kids all about him, if we have kids. I think you are a little overwhelmed right now,
Babe. We can talk about it some other time. Try to relax. It’s been a big day.”
“That’d be nice. Relax. How do you do that again?” Bethany knew that Simon
was right. She tried to clear her mind. She tried to make it dark and cool in her head, just
like the downtown spa where she got massages, but her mind kept fluttering with
questions and worries, until she thought of a baby again. A little round, soft baby. New.
Hopeful. Redeeming.
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Chapter 2

JOANNA CREIGHTON sat alone on an antique needle-stitched chair pulled up
to a folding table she had set up in her now oversized master bedroom. From her
makeshift desk, she could see the street where the neighbor’s children rode their bicycles.
It had been a little over a month.
Joanna told herself she was doing quite well considering the circumstances. She
had a new job that she enjoyed, writing obituaries for the newspaper. She had noticed the
job opening while working on Jerry’s obituary. Most of it was mundane work, much like
filling out a form, but then she also had to replace the depressing words with their more
polite synonyms. Passed on, survived by, crossed over. And, there was always the
promise of someone important dying and then Joanna could search through the
newspaper’s databases and write a long and eloquent memoriam. Somehow immersing
herself in the decorum of death created a barrier between herself and the reality of her
husband’s fatal accident.
The editor let Joanna work from home. The house was intact. Most of the legal
proceedings were taken care of or at least underway, and fortunately Joanna had Bethany
for advice in those matters. Jerry would have been impressed, impressed that she could
do so much of this on her own. Everything was in its right place, except… this wasn’t
temporary. Jerry wasn’t returning to be impressed or to compliment how well she was
doing. His side of the bed would always be empty from then on. Everything surrounding
her was saturated in her husband and the only thing she could do was organize it,
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catalogue his dress shirts, file away funeral expense receipts, wash the last of his dirty
socks and his towel that she left hanging in the bathroom for three weeks.
Joanna Creighton was far from all right, but the busier she stayed and the more
she wore herself out each day, the better chance she had of actually sleeping through the
night. And sleep was the only thing that could stop her mind from thinking of her
husband’s death and all of the questions surrounding it.
Was it an accident? Could his life have gotten so bad that he wanted to end it all?
These thoughts terrified her, but the other questions were almost as scary. Could she still
afford to live in the big house they had built together? Did she even want to stay there?
What would happen to Bethany and Maggie? Bethany seemed to have her life together,
but Maggie’s life still seemed so uncertain, even at twenty-five. She had long suspected
that Jerry was giving her extra money whenever she needed it. What would the girls do
without their father, without his balance and calm? What would she do?
When Maggie arrived that afternoon for her cousin Peyton’s Junior Miss Pageant,
Joanna was still in her navy flannel nightgown, as had become her regular attire over the
last month. She was finishing up the death notice of a ninety-year-old bird-lover while
her hair was curling in hot rollers. She had the dictionary out, with her finger on the word
“ornithologist.”
“I’m up here,” she yelled, hearing the front door slam downstairs.
Maggie was the one to suggest she come over to help her mother get ready and
then stay for the weekend. Joanna knew that Maggie was worried about her “all alone in
that big house out in the country.” Although the neighborhood was twenty minutes
outside of town, tucked away past fields of cows and cotton, Joanna lived closer to her
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neighbors than she ever had before. The house was more like a garden home, close
enough to the next house to hear their children scurry up the stairs. The families on her
street had been exceptionally kind after the funeral, bringing over casseroles and
leftovers, which Joanna much appreciated considering that even hunger wasn’t an
incentive to make her get out of the house.
“You’re still working, Mom? It’s after five, and its Friday.”
“Well, go out and tell all these people to stop dying then.”
When Maggie didn’t respond, Joanna looked up from her laptop. Maggie stood in
the doorway to her mother’s bedroom with her quilted overnight bag and a dress on a
hanger over her shoulder. Joanna wanted desperately to stay in.
“Are you wearing that?” Joanna asked
“Yes. Is there something wrong with it?”
“No, Honey. I was just asking. You should probably go ahead and change though.
We need to leave in a just a few minutes.”
Maggie pulled the dress off the hanger and began to change while her mother took
down her curlers.
“How was work?” Joanna asked her daughter.
“Boring. Dr. Broughton came in to play today with his grandson. He asked about
you.”
“Oh yeah? What did you tell him?”
“That you hadn’t left the house in a month.
“Magdalene!”
“I’m just kidding, even though it’s true. I said you were fine. Are you fine Mom?”
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With her hands working fast through each clamped curler, dropping ringlets of
brown hair into her face, Joanna smiled at her daughter, but didn’t answer.
“You look fine, but I can never tell.”
“I’m fine, Maggie. I mean I am as fine as I could be right now. It’s going to be
good to get out of the house.”
Joanna wondered if her daughter knew just how many days it had been since she
had left the house, since she had actually stepped outside. How could she know? Had
the neighbors called her? She was about to put on real clothes for the first time since
Sunday, since she had last seen her daughters, when they ate lunch together. She combed
her hair out and sprayed it, causing Maggie to squinch her face and fake a coughing
attack. She grabbed a pair of black capri pants and pulled them over her Spanx. She
found the two shirts she had laid out to decide between.
“Which one?” she asked Maggie.
“Well, you wore the black one to the funeral and since that was the last time you
saw your family, I’m going to say the one with the red Rickrack around the neck.”
“Are you sure I did?”
“Yup.”
Joanna remembered easily when she let herself think about it. That’s what the job
was for and the immaculately clean house—to shield her from her thoughts. That was
how she had made it through this time, by not thinking about it. It was her daughters and
her sister that were making her think about.
“Nice pants, Mom,” Maggie said.
Joanna had seven pairs of black pants.
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“Ha. Ha.”
Joanna slipped on the chosen shirt and hoped it was fancy enough. She had no
idea what her sister would be wearing and wished she had asked.
“I almost thought we weren’t going to be able to go. Rena just mailed me the
tickets yesterday.”
“Mom. We were always going to go. She could have brought them with her if she
didn’t mail them in time.”
“She’s just been acting weird. I ordered them through the website so I thought
they would send them right to me, but somehow she made it so that they all came to her.
I knew they shouldn’t have been late since I ordered them when they first went on sale
and sure enough she had them the whole time.”
“I wonder if I will see anyone I know there,” Maggie said. “I guess I don’t know
anyone still in high school; even the kids I taught in Bible school are in college now.”
Joanna sighed at her daughter’s reluctance to discuss the situation. Joanna didn’t
want to let this go. She needed anger.
“Is Bethany meeting us there?” Joanna asked.
“Yes. She said she would be there at a quarter ‘til.”
“What? We won’t be able to get a seat.”
“Mom, we have tickets with seat numbers on them.”
“Well, you never know. I just want to make sure I am there early.”
“Do you think Peyton has a chance to win?” Maggie asked.
“Probably,” Joanna said, thinking of her recent phone conversations with Rena.
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She and her sister were not nearly as close as they had been as children. They
both had busy lives with active families. They still talked on the phone every couple of
weeks, and planned family events together. Joanna was the oldest of the three, then her
brother Parker, and then Rena. Because of this, she had a different perspective on their
childhood, particularly their parents’ relationship. She was aware of her father’s affairs
and his verbal and physical abuse while Parker and Rena were too young to understand.
She felt that they resented her in some way, for pulling away so much, but avoidance and
isolation were her only barriers. She tried to keep in touch, but she often felt like an
outsider in her own family, just a little too old for them and too far away, having moved
to the “Big City,” forty five minutes away from her hometown.
Once she saw Rena and Karen, Parker’s wife, in a department store in
Montgomery. They came up to shop often, but had stopped calling her to join them,
probably because she rarely did. They were always shopping for different things, such as
trendy bookbags for their middle schoolers when Joanna was shopping for prom dresses
for her daughters. She stopped and talked to her sister and sister-in-law that day, and she
thought that the conversation had gone very well, until she overheard her sister whisper,
“A Joanna sighting. How rare,” as she walked away.
She wanted to be closer to them, especially Rena, and sometimes she felt that they
were, when together on the phone they would make fun of something Karen had worn or
said, but in the end, she would choose her family over Rena any day. She was still her
sister, but she was a sister from another lifetime, unlike the life she created for herself,
with Jerry and her girls, to replace the memories of her childhood.
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“Peyton has been calling her mother from the closet at her host family’s house,”
Joanna shared with Maggie. “They aren’t supposed to have cell phones all week.”
“That’s hilarious. I bet all the girls are doing that though. They have to talk to
their moms. The moms are probably making them do it all anyway.”
“Sometimes I wish I had made you do a pageant,” Joanna said. “I think you
would have better social skills if I had. Instead you are just like me.”
“So, what did Peyton say? Are all the girls crazy? They’re all really lesbians
aren’t they?”
“I don’t know about that. Rena said Peyton is just ready for this to be over. They
had one of those circles with all the girls, where they shared their feelings and everybody
was crying. Kind of like when you were in the sorority and you went on that retreat
where they all cried?”
“Yeah. Something like that, Mom.”
“Well that’s what you made it sound like anyway. So, I think they had to say
their favorite experience from the week or something. All the other girls were crying
about how much they loved each other and how the experience had been life-changing.
Peyton just said that she thought everyone was really cool and any of them could come
visit her next year at Alabama and they could party down. You know Peyton. She is just
ready to get out of Greenville and away from her mother.”
“I know the feeling,” Maggie replied and then apologized. “Sorry. Habit.”
Maggie finished getting ready much faster than her mother. Joanna noticed the
absence of makeup on her daughter’s face, but resisted her comments. After combing her
hair under once, she felt like it looked a bit off, so she started over again, turning her head
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upside down and teasing it from root to tip. She was getting hotter and hotter in the
steamy bathroom. She didn’t want to see anyone tonight. She barely wanted to see her
own daughters. She knew what everyone was thinking. There had to be rumors. People
talked, which was exactly why Joanna stayed inside her house most of the time, even
before.
Despite it all, Joanna believed it was an accident, even with the depression Jerry
had been suffering from for the past few months, the “dumps” as they called it, the
depression that they hadn’t told their daughters about, that she reluctantly told Bethany
about a few days ago in need of advice about the legal affairs, but that had not been
mentioned to Maggie at all. She and Jerry both didn’t want to tell them. It was treatable
and he was getting treated. It ran in his family. The two of them had struggled through
life together, relying solely on each other; they could do the same with just one more
thing.
She wanted to tell her girls when she first started noticing it, when his sleeping
patterns became strange, and she wanted to tell them when he first confided in her about
how he felt. When he fell from the bed in the middle of the night and was too weak to
even pick himself up, she wanted to call her daughters and beg them for help, but she
couldn’t. She had to maintain the role of mother, the nurturer. She couldn’t have her
grown daughters taking care of their mother and father, not yet at least, not in their fifties.
This was theirs to deal with, and after the first doctor’s visit, Jerry seemed to have some
hope. He wanted more than anything to return to his normal self, to get better. The
medication seemed to be working, although the doctor said it was too soon to tell. The
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next option would be electroshock therapy, which Joanna had not realized was even still
in use, but the statistical results were more positive than any drug.
They were just waiting, suffering through it, celebrating each small success, a
night of sleep, a long walk around the neighborhood, a satisfying meal. They could get
through this together, but then he got in the accident. The police examined the scene so
carefully. There were no tire marks to indicate that he had hit the brakes, and of course,
weeks later his toxicology screen showed up with the antidepressants, but the police
determined it an accident, which Joanna discovered was common in uncertain situations
like this. Why make it worse than it already was?
Yes, despite it all, she still believed it was an accident, although a call she got
earlier in the day kept popping up in her mind. One more question left unanswered. Her
financial advisor, who she and Jerry jokingly called Toothache, who she barely knew
because Jerry was the one to always meet with her, she called and asked to meet with
Joanna on Monday. Something had come up that she wasn’t sure Joanna was aware of
and it was time for her to look at it. Joanna didn’t even question her. She wasn’t sure she
wanted to know.
By the time they arrived at the pageant, Bethany was waiting in the large lobby of
Frazier Methodist where the pageant was being held. Joanna had not been inside this
particular church since it had been renovated several years ago. It was a megachurch,
with multiple services each Sunday, a contemporary service, a traditional service, one in
Korean, one in Spanish. They even had their own television network. Jerry had always
called it Six Flags over Jesus.
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Joanna understood why Jerry liked going to his church with Maggie and Bethany.
She knew that he loved to sing. She knew that he enjoyed socializing much more than she
did. She also knew that organized religion bothered him almost as much as it bothered
her, but he could look past its faults and find hope in it. He loved reading controversial
books about Christianity and about science. The study of it intrigued him, always
wanting to learn more. Joanna hated herself for not going to church with him. It was
another one of those thoughts, What if I had done this? Would it have changed anything?
She considered going during his depression, when even he stopped going for a while.
But when things seemed to be getting better, when he was going to choir practice again,
attending every Sunday, she believed everything was okay; she didn’t need to go with
him. Everything was fine; it was back to normal.
This megachurch where her daughter stood in a crowded room of women in
bright clothing and heels, joined by a few vacant-eyed husbands and brothers, there was
no hope in it. It was a shopping mall. The congregants were dressed up as if they were to
be judged as well. Joanna immediately felt insecure pulling her shirt down lower to hide
her hips. She hadn’t always worn so much black, and although it was appropriate as a
color of mourning, she felt more that she was mourning her own existence, her own flesh.
She hoped it would conceal her body in addition to her grief.
All three of the Creighton women suffered from an undiagnosed and possibly
unrealized anxiety. Joanna dealt with it through avoidance and anger. She could control
what she was familiar with and so she avoided the unfamiliar. Seeing her daughter
Bethany in the crowd, Joanna could not recognize that same anxiety in her daughter, the
one who looked great, smiling, with her hair recently highlighted and who had a new red
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dress on, seeming not the least bit insecure in the crowd of Montgomery socialites.
Bethany dealt with it differently; she overcompensated for it with a dizzying confidence
and with equipment that shielded the world from her fears, such as designer clothes and
faultless etiquette. Still, Joanna wondered how her daughter had turned out so well, so
different from her, and decided it must have been Jerry. Jerry and Bethany had always
felt comfortable in a crowd. Maggie was still so much like her.
“There they are,” Maggie said after meeting up with her sister and seeing her aunt
and uncle and their families in the lobby.
Rena was speaking to a family from Greenville, clasping her hands together
across her stomach just as Joanna always did. She had what Joanna recognized to be a
very expensive jacket with silver thread and shiny roses. She wore an antique slide
bracelet, with jewels and trinkets attached. Rena had been antiquing since she was at
school in Auburn. She had renovated her house twice since she and her husband had
acquired it from his family. She filled it with rare china and refurbished wrought iron
head boards, things that Bethany loved to look at when they celebrated Christmas at
Rena’s house, while Rena prepared Southern Living meals using the family as guinea
pigs for her dinner club, with dishes like pansy pate. One of the few edible flowers. That
particular floral appetizer had not been a success and Joanna smiled as she recalled her
sister’s gaffe, although knowing that Rena didn’t always get it right didn’t ease her
discomfort in the crowd of Rena’s high class friends.
“Well, don’t you girls look nice,” Rena said to the Creighton women, but Joanna
immediately decided it wasn’t meant for her, but her daughters only.
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“I like your earrings, Jo,” Rena said. Joanna thanked her, but was skeptical that
her sister didn’t like them and was only saying that to explain her eye’s attention to
them—
It was starting. The reason Joanna hated to leave home. She could feel herself
spiraling out of control in the loud lobby of the megachurch, her social anxiety hitting her
harder than it had in many years. The last time it was this bad was the last time she
attended Jerry’s church. She wanted to stop it, but it was worse when she was positive
that everyone’s eyes were on her, everyone who knew her or had known her at least. It
was because of the accident. Within seconds, she felt like everyone she spoke to was the
enemy.
She could handle it if there was someone with her, like Jerry. And even here if
she had one of her daughters or her sister close to her, they would understand. All of the
people were just people to talk about, not to talk to. It was a glass prison. She might let
someone in, but they always betrayed her, shattering the glass by reaching out again,
talking to the enemy, as if it was nothing. She wanted to grab her sister as she turned to
see a woman she knew, her eyes brightening to say hello to the mother of her daughter’s
friend. She wanted to yell, “Stay on my side! Don’t let them in! Pretend they aren’t
there, like I do!” Because if they existed, she existed and there would have to be
communication, if it was only through looks and glances, which Joanna always
interpreted as glares.
—Of course, Rena didn’t like her earrings. How could she?
Joanna found a program and rustled through it while directing her daughters to the
auditorium entrance, away from the crowds, into the safety of solitude.
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“See ya’ll in there,” Bethany shouted to her aunt and uncle. Joanna handed the
tickets to her daughters, and they found their section in stadium-seating on the back wall.
Leading the way, she climbed the steps slowly in her black sandals, holding on to the rail
and reading each row letter until she realized they had a ways to go.
“Well, I guess we are up here,” she said reaching the very last row.
She sat with her two grown daughters. They were the only ones seated within a
few rows. She felt alone, purposefully isolated. They watched other women come and
go, analyzed their attire, shared comments on who they thought they might be. (“I think
that’s so and so’s sister,” and “Isn’t that the mayor’s son?”) Although she had calmed
down some, Joanna replaced her fear with anger. When Rena and her family entered the
auditorium and sat at the very first row of the stadium seats and waved, Joanna was
convinced the separation was intentional.
Some of the people Rena had been speaking to in the lobby sat with her, people
from Greenville that Joanna recognized, that she had once known. A few people filled in
between she and Rena, like islands in the vast expanse of rows between them. Joanna
held it all in while the lights dimmed and a local radio announcer and the former pageant
winner took the stage, listing off the sponsors over the microphones.
She held it in during the first dance when the girls walked out in a fast paced
formation to introduce themselves.
She even made it through the push-up-claps and jump-and-jacks performed in hot
pink exercise shorts and neon orange shirts not much larger than sports bras.
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But by the time Peyton had danced her ballet routine in a frilly German costume,
closely resembling the image on the label of a St. Pauly Girl beer bottle, Joanna
whispered brusquely, “I can’t see a fucking thing back here.”
Maggie and Bethany had been waiting for it. After years of being at the receiving
end of their mother’s anger for childhood antics or typical teenage angst, they could see it
coming. Both of them were wont to side with her publicly, despite their youth-like desire
to contest her in private. They somehow could forego rationality and empathy in the
moment and see their mother’s response as not only valid but necessary. She had become
the compass by which they determined all that was moral. They tried to disagree with
her when she ranted on about it:
“I did not buy tickets the first day they were for sale to be on the last row. She’s
embarrassed by me. Embarrassed by her fat sister whose husband drove himself into a
tree. She wants those Greenville socialites beside her, her supper club friends. This is
ridiculous. Peyton was barely dancing. She was just walking around the stage on her
toes.”
“Mom! Jesus. Please don’t talk like that. Maybe, she gave you the wrong tickets,”
Maggie said.
“I can’t believe her,” Joanna said.
The daughters wanted to take the problem apart and make sense of it, but their
mother’s magnetism and their childish desire for her to be right, led them astray.
After half the contestants performed the exercise routine and their talent, the other
half did the same. So the women watched another thirty girls push-up-clap and jumpand-jack until one fell and Bethany let out a laugh that turned into suppressed giggles for
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several minutes. By the fifth or sixth expressive dance routine, Maggie’s head hit her
shoulder and Joanna decided a migraine headache was a good enough excuse to leave.
They left during intermission without speaking to Rena.
Fortunately, Peyton didn’t place, and thus Joanna felt no obligation to call and
congratulate anyone. Rena didn’t call to ask about her disappearance either. Joanna
preoccupied herself for the rest of the weekend by entertaining Maggie and trying to get
an insight into how her youngest daughter was doing without the guidance of her father.
Bethany questioned her mother about the results of the pageant and what Rena had said
after it was all over, but Joanna avoided the question, never admitting that she had not
called Rena to talk about it. She quickly forgot about the pageant with Monday’s
appointment with the financial advisor approaching.

AT EIGHT A.M. that morning, Joanna sat on an old tweed chair outside her
financial advisor’s office. A secretary sat at a small desk in front of her with a large
desktop computer and a basket of knitting supplies. Joanna realized when she got in her
car that morning that she had no idea where the office was and she had to call this woman
to get directions.
“I’m glad you found it,” the secretary said.
“It’s a bitch getting old,” Joanna said, shocking herself by using the profanity in
public. She must have been cooped inside her house too long.
“So you have been here before?”
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“Yes. Only a few times, but my husband always drove. My late husband. When
we were building our new house. I think I only came in the one time though. He usually
was in charge of all that kind of stuff.”
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Creighton.”
“Thank you,” Joanna said and she knew looking into this woman’s eyes that the
lady was sincerely sorry, had no idea who she was, and didn’t know the circumstances of
her husband’s death. She wondered if she had received such a sincere sentiment before,
from anyone else, and she didn’t believe so. Joanna’s eyes filled with tears, but she was
able to grab a tissue from her purse and blot them before the secretary noticed.
“Ms. Creighton?” A middle-aged woman with dyed black thinning hair stood in
the doorway looking at Joanna. “Barbara Pilatus. It’s good to see you again. Thanks for
coming in.”
Joanna followed her into a small yet nicely furnished office with framed photos of
the woman’s family on the wall and two small navy chairs in front of a large desk
covered in paperwork.
“I hope I haven’t worried you too much by asking you here today,” Barbara said.
“No. No, just whatever needs to be done,” Joanna replied. “I’m ready for
everything to be resolved.”
“Are you aware of your husband’s life insurance policy?”
“Well, yes. We bought our life insurance policies when we first had the girls and
then we have renewed it a couple of times since.”
“Yes, but were you aware your husband bought a second policy last year?”
“I’m sorry?” Joanna asked.
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“Last December, he purchased a new life insurance policy.”
“Last December?” Joanna repeated.
“Yes. Jerry bought a second policy just for himself, with you as the beneficiary of
course. I believe the original was worth around $300,000 and the second was $700,000
which leaves you with a million.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t understand,” Joanna said.
“So you two never talked about the need for a second life insurance policy, just
for him?”
“No. I mean we just bought the new house a few years ago, but both of the girls
are done with college now. Although we are still helping Maggie with her loans until she
gets a better job. Why wouldn’t he tell me?”
“I imagine he wanted it to be surprise. He mentioned to me that he would be
getting a raise soon. Ms. Creighton, there are many reasons a man of his age may have
thought it a good idea to take out a second policy. The mortgage on your home, student
loans, all of these things may be a factor. I understand you don’t work.”
“Yes. I mean no I do work, now. But I didn’t work before. I’m working for the
Montgomery Advertiser. The obituaries.”
“I see,” Barbara continued. “I’m going to have Mary write up some paperwork
for you to fill out, with updated information like this. If I am to remain your financial
advisor, which—considering everything, I recommend—I will need some updated
information from you.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t think I understand what this means.”
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“Yes, yes. I’m not being clear. This policy that your husband took out will
provide you with a very large sum of money, but I expect that the insurance company
will need to investigate. As you can suspect, because the policy was taken out so recently
and because, well, because—”
“Because of the accident,” Joanna stuttered, suddenly understanding.
“Yes. There is no reason to believe it was anything other than an accident,
especially since it was so determined by the police, but of course these are circumstances
that are worth looking into, from the insurance company’s standpoint of course.”
Joanna said nothing.
“I understand that Jerry was taking anti-depressants.”
“How do you know that?”
“Ms. Creighton, I am on your side. I am your financial advisor. I know this is not
easy to think about and the future weeks will be hard, but if this all goes well, you will
end up with the support that your husband wanted you to have. Now, can you tell me
when your husband was diagnosed with depression?”
“December.”
“I see.” Barbara Pilatus scribbled some notes on a yellow legal pad that rested
inside a leather binder.
“Barbara. Why do we have to do this?” Joanna began, tearing up. “I don’t want
the money. I don’t need the money. My husband had a horrible car accident. His face. His
face didn’t even look the same in the casket. He was depressed. He wasn’t sleeping well.
For God’s sake, he was old! We’re both old. I can barely see anymore. I have a different
pair of glasses for everything I do. We have two beautiful daughters. Grown daughters. A
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wonderful house. So much to look forward to. He would never—he would never—”
Joanna couldn’t finish. With tears pouring out her eyes and her face flushed, she crossed
her arms and pursed her lips.
“I know how bad it is now,” Barbara began. “I know he didn’t do this to himself.
I met with Jerry several times, but he never seemed like—he didn’t do this. It’s a
coincidence. But this is what insurance policies are for. He wanted you to be taken care
of. Let this happen. Be cooperative, and you will have the money Jerry wanted you to
have. You will be able to pay off your daughter’s loans. Your mortgage. You need some
relief. Let this happen.”
Joanna sat silently for several minutes, not looking at the lady she still thought of
as Toothache. Afraid to look the woman in the eye, afraid what she might see. She
waited and waited, wondering why this woman didn’t kick her out of the office. She
wanted to be angry. This news could be enough evidence to make her believe that her
husband killed himself. She was confused and terrified and she wanted to shake the
woman across from her to make her understand how she felt, but the longer she sat there,
the more it made sense. It would solve things.
Wouldn’t it?
It must. Finally, when she felt the tears dried on her face, the glisten gone from
her eyelashes, she spoke.
“What do I have to do?”
“Not much. I can file all of the paperwork for you. I don’t think the investigation
will be that difficult considering the verdict of the police. I am aware of the depression. I
am aware of the logistics of the accident, the lack of tire marks, the tree. But when Jerry
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came to me, ready to buy a new policy, I worried if he could afford it, and he said he
would have no problem paying the premiums. He felt the time was right. He was
reaching a milestone in his career. I assumed he was getting a promotion or something.
Were you aware of anything like that?”
“He got his usual raise at the end of the year. Other than that, I think he had been
with the university 30 years. They usually have an awards dinner for faculty where they
give out service awards. Maybe there was a raise there.”
“Okay that makes sense. The fact that you didn’t know about the policy and that
you sought employment after his death, that looks good. I want to ask you, Ms.
Creighton, is there anything, anything you can think of that might come up in this
investigation? Anything he said or did before the accident? Anything unusual?”
Joanna finally looked at her. She looked in her eyes. They weren’t the eyes of the
secretary, the eyes of unknowing compassion, but they weren’t the eyes of her neighbors
either. This woman’s eye’s longed to fix this for her, to tie the loose ends, not to save her
but not to hurt her either. She just wanted to clean up the mess, do her job. Joanna wanted
to be angry with her, but she couldn’t. Everything made sense.
Joanna knew what she should tell her. There hadn’t been a day since the accident
that she hadn’t thought of it.
The letter.
After the police had finished their investigation, after Jerry had been buried, after
all the calls had been made, and the paper work was filed, the police called her to pick up
some of his things. Things they kept for the brief investigation: his wallet, his clothes,
the old white Honda, his briefcase. She didn’t want the bloody clothes or the car, she

50

didn’t need the leather wallet, but she took his briefcase, wondering if there were
documents she needed to give to the school, anything she needed to sort or return.
And there was the letter. An envelope with her name on the front of it, typed, and
sealed. The envelope was from the university, the college of communications, printed in
blue ink on the left corner. The police must have seen it. When she found it in the
briefcase, she visualized the officer who gave her the items. Was there a knowing look on
his face? Were they shielding her from the truth or the stigma? Now she wondered if the
insurance company would find out about it. From the police?
Of course it could be anything. An invitation to the awards dinner. A thank you
note from one of Jerry’s colleagues for a Christmas gift. There were so many things that
it could be, but Joanna knew that opening it would reveal exactly what it was, and she
didn’t have the strength. Only one thing made sense. She had to believe Jerry’s death
was an accident. She had to believe that he was in heaven, she had to believe that she
didn’t cause it, and she had to believe that she couldn’t have done more. The reasonable
explanation of a letter addressed to her found in her husband’s briefcase would kill her.
Just like Jerry’s belief in God, his ability to put aside his logic and simply hope, Joanna
relied on her belief, and she had never opened the letter. Now this woman, old
Toothache, made her think of it again. She didn’t want the insurance money, but more
than that she didn’t want to open that letter, to remember that it existed.
“Nothing,” she replied. ‘There was nothing.”

THE FOLLOWING week went by slowly. Joanna could not tell her daughters
about her meeting. She could carry the doubt, but she couldn’t let them. She was older,
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she was stronger, she was their mother. She had to protect them. She almost forgot her
plans for her sister Rena and her sister-in-law Karen to come over on Friday, until
Maggie asked about it on the phone Thursday night. Joanna barely slept, wondering if
Rena and Karen remembered and if they would show up. She knew she shouldn’t have
left the pageant early. She knew she was paranoid, but she couldn’t stop questioning
everyone around her.
Joanna opened the door to her sister and her sister-in-law offering banana bread
and coffee. Rena refused without a smile, and Karen overcompensated by eating two
pieces and talking incessantly.
“I couldn’t not pick up that dog,” she was saying about a dog she found on the
side of the highway in Selma. “But I sure wish I hadn’t because now I have a hole the
size of Lake Jordan in the upholstery of my backseat. Chapman said he would watch
him. I think him and his little girlfriend want to take it in. Try to play house for a while.”
Joanna began listing off the items to go through until the three of them settled on
the floor of her walk-in closet sorting through dark silk neck ties in a quiet lull. Karen
untied one that had been set in their noose-like fashion to slip over the head in a hurry
and simply tighten. Kept so long in that position, the tie was rubbed raw in places,
causing Karen to say, “Maybe I should have left it the way it was.”
“When you pick out the ones you want,” Joanna said, “put the rest in this box.
Then we can go through those button-downs. They are probably too big for Bo, but
maybe Parker could use them.” Joanna imagined her brother and brother-in-law wearing
her husband’s clothes. Although Jerry had been tall, Bo and Parker seemed bigger than
he, bulked up through years of golfing, hunting, and heavy drinking. She wondered if
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they would actually wear his hand-me-downs, the clothes of a dead man who they had
never fully bonded with, separated by a difference of interests, playboys versus the boy in
the play.
Joanna began her list of the discarded ties, writing out the name brands and colors
so that Bethany could search for them later on EBay and estimate their worth. She was
planning on having an estate sale. Her house on Irish Cove was growing larger with each
day and she wanted to downsize, get rid of some things, especially those that would be
useless now, such as Jerry’s mahogany wardrobe, the grill, the large and drowning kingsized bed. It made sense to do this.
The women in the small closet worked ritualistically, passing ties and belts
between each other, Joanna making notes, Karen laughing over an outdated piece of
clothing, Rena grunting quietly, avoiding her sister’s eyes. To Joanna, it felt like an
ancient mourning ceremony, like women had been sorting through the deceased’s suits
and ties and placing dibs since the beginning of time.
“Look at this vest,” Karen said. “It’s so retro!”
“I guess that means you don’t want it,” Joanna said, but smiled and took the
bright color-blocked cashmere vest and folded it before putting it in a box. She began to
write details about the vest while examining the tag in the neck.
“Jo, nobody is going to buy that,” Karen said.
“They might,” she replied.
“And if they don’t?”
“I’ll donate it.”
“You don’t want to keep any of this? None of this means anything to you?”
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“Well, of course it means something to me. It’s Jerry. It’s all Jerry. But what am
I going to do with it. Go sniff it every morning before work. I have to get rid of it. All of
it. The wardrobe, his desk, all these books, the bed. All of it.”
“The furniture? Jo, come on. You can’t get rid of all of it. Your house will be
empty.”
“I’m going to sell the house.”
“What?” Rena’s head shot up.
“I’m going to sell the house.”
Joanna had not decided this until that moment, but her sister’s defensive response
made her reiterate it even more assuredly when she was beginning to feel the exact
opposite. It is a good idea, she tried to convince herself. Of course she didn’t have to
sell it. She would have enough money now, but she didn’t want to be there anymore,
alone, suffocating in her thoughts. She stood and grabbed another box of clothes.
Rena and Karen shared a glance.
“I don’t need all this space. It’s just me now,” Joanna continued.
“Where are you going to move?” Karen asked.
“I was thinking about Maggie’s,” Joanna said, again with the idea forming as she
spoke the words. Yes, this was a great idea. She would have something to do, someone to
take care, and Maggie needed the help. “She is having trouble paying her rent, and I
thought-”
“You’re going to move in with Maggie?” Rena asked. “What about this house?
You’ve barely lived here. What about Maggie? What about you? What if she has a
date? What if you have a date?”

54

“I think it’s a little soon to be talking about that, Rena.”
“No,” Rena said, louder now. “You can’t do this. You can’t bring Maggie down
with you. You isolated yourself with Jerry for so long. You can’t do that to her too. You
can’t do it to yourself again. You pushed and pushed Jerry until this--”
Rena stopped.
“Until what Rena?”
Rena didn’t respond. She stood, holding a shirt in hands, wadded up from
clenching it too long.
“Until he killed himself? Is that what you meant?”
“You know that’s not what I meant,” Rena replied. “I wouldn’t say that.”
“You don’t think I know what everyone is thinking?” Joanna said.
The women stood staring at each other. Joanna almost immobile, waited several
moments, while Karen looked down at the carpet and back up at her sisters-in-law unsure
what to do. Joanna could feel the anger rising in her, more than she had felt when she
saw her husband’s corpse, more than she had felt at the pageant a week earlier. And then,
Joanna smacked her sister across the face. Yet, it had been too long between the
comment and the sound of skin against skin. It wasn’t a slap of uncontrollable anger.
She had had time to think better of it, but she thought better of it and she still wanted to
do it. She deliberately flung her hand across her sister’s face, and when she saw her
shock instead of hurt, she said this: “You’re a bitch.”
“I’m a bitch?” Rena yelled back, her hand instinctively touching her reddening
cheek. “You always do this. You push everybody away. Mom. Dad. Me. You come to
Peyton’s pageant and ignore my friends, people who used to be your friends. You don’t
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even bring flowers and then you disappear. You just leave. You isolate yourself because
you can’t think past your own nose. All I heard about was Bethany’s wedding for a
whole goddamned year and then you can’t even bring flowers to the pageant. You’re so
selfish. Just because Jerry’s gone doesn’t mean sell everything and move in with your
daughter. It’s like you’re crazy. Maybe you should be medicated.”
When Rena finished, Joanna quietly placed the box she had grabbed on her bed
and left the room. She took each step slowly not wanting to slip and fall and disrupt the
silence. She heard nothing from the bedroom. She grabbed her keys from the kitchen
table and stepped outside. It was getting hot already. She didn’t know where to go. It
was her house.
She walked to the gravel driveway and sat down in her car. Karen’s car was
behind her, so she couldn’t leave. Instead she sat very still, not crying and not scared,
just building thoughts, remembering things that happened once, teenaged fights, times
spent babysitting nieces and nephews, specific words that had been said. Rena and Karen
finally came out of the house. Rena walked to Karen’s car without looking up at her
sister, and Karen went to the window of Joanna’s. Joanna rolled it down without looking
out.
“I’m so sorry, Jo. I don’t know what happened. I’m so sorry.”
Karen stared at Joanna for a moment longer, her leather purse resting on her
shoulder, heat sneaking into the running car. She patted the door twice before walking
off and getting in the car with Rena. Joanna wondered if Karen was apologizing for Rena
or if she just felt bad that this happened. She heard the car engine start and the crinkle of
tire against gravel.
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This wasn’t how the day was supposed to go. The boxes, the clothes, the list, they
were supposed to fix things. Joanna was breaking. The anger always hurt more than
sadness. Sadness came with love, the loss of the love, the weight of love, but anger came
when she couldn’t understand. She couldn’t understand why her husband was dead and
what the logistics of the accident meant. She couldn’t understand why her sister didn’t
see what she saw, how she could blame her for this, for her parents, for the future. It
wasn’t her fault; it was their fault. It was someone else’s fault. They did this to her.
Joanna felt a lifetime of pain bear down on her, the weight she carried from her
childhood, the weight from the past few months during Jerry’s depression, the weight of a
possible suicide that she couldn’t let her children find out about, the weight of his death,
the weight of her future, and it got stronger and heavier until she erupted and grabbed the
plastic hairbrush beside her that she kept in the console and threw it at the dashboard.
Hard. It clinked the glass and dropped to the floorboard. A small chip appeared on the
windshield.
Why didn’t Rena understand that all she could do was run away and protect
herself by not letting anyone in again? That’s all she could do. Sadness would go away.
Sadness was mourning. Anger was forever. People could always hurt her, if they found
her.
She sat in the car for twenty more minutes, with her head against the steering
wheel, sobbing into the leather. Her phone rang.
“Hey, Maggie,” she said after reading the caller ID.
“Hi, Mom.”
“How are you?”
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“Not good,” Maggie said.
“What happened?”
“This fussy old codger at work got me in trouble. He was complaining about the
maintenance crew being too loud by his court, and I told Dottie and she didn’t do
anything about it. So he called again and I told her again. Then when she goes to check
on him, he starts talking shit about me. She says that offends her because I am a product
of her, because, you know, she thinks she has trained me well. And he says, ‘She’s not a
product of you; she’s a product of youth.’ What the hell was I supposed to do about the
maintenance crew being loud? We probably get the same salary. I can’t tell them to be
quiet.”
“I’m sorry, Maggie. He sounds like a real dick.”
Maggie laughed at this, expecting something less understanding from her mother.
“How are you, Mom?”
But Joanna didn’t tell her, not yet. Instead she said, “I was thinking about how I
could help you with your rent.”
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Chapter 3

EVER SINCE Bethany had joined the Boone Hamilton law firm, she had
dreamed of quitting or at least taking a break. Some of the other associates had told her it
would take three years to get used to it, and then it would get better. Almost exactly three
years since Bethany Peterson joined the law firm, she sat in her office at seven a.m. on
her second cup of coffee with her hand quivering over her computer mouse.
It had not gotten better. The jumping envelope icon on her computer screen
signaled a new email. It jumped to the rhythm of her BlackBerry vibrations that signaled
the same thing. But once she checked that one, there was always another. The phone
never stopped vibrating, the envelope icon never stopped jumping, and Bethany’s hand
never stopped quivering, until she was four drinks in on a Friday night.
On that day, she remembered something another associate said to her when they
first started together. He said, “At least, you can get pregnant, take a few months off. I
don’t even have that option.” For the first time in her marriage and her career, Bethany
was seeing maternity leave as an option. She and Simon had talked about children long
before they married, both of them mostly lukewarm about it. They had other immediate
goals. It had seen less and less likely through the past few years, both of them happy
with their lifestyle, until the accident.
After she suggested children to Simon the night of the funeral, she hadn’t stopped
thinking about it. When she brought it up again, he seemed okay with it, still lukewarm,
but willing, if that was what she wanted. It seemed like a cure, and she knew her father
would have wanted it.
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Other early birds, likely the newest junior associates, shuffled past Bethany’s
open door. She rose to close it to a crack and stretched her arms out to the side, careful
not to spill her thermos of Kona on the corporate carpet. Bethany’s office had a great
view. In fact, she had a great office. It used to belong to another junior associate, but she
was asked to leave for having an affair with a partner. The affair might have been the
reason the associate had such a great office in the first place, but when a secretary found
them on top of the desk, after a summer associate party, word spread. The associate got
the boot, the partner got ethical training workshops, the staff got to sit through three
meetings to convince them to keep their mouths shut, and Bethany got a new office. One
of her colleagues said her office was tainted. She would wipe her index finger on the top
of her Pledged mahogany desk, and say, “I wonder if this is where the secretary found
them.”
But, Bethany didn’t care about the scandal. She was numb to it all now. Three
years ago she would have been outraged that the woman could be let go so easily, that an
associate just like herself had no rights, that partners were like gods, but now she didn’t
let it bother her. She almost agreed with the decision. It made sense to her now that she
was closer to becoming a partner and after she had endured the hazing of being on the
bottom for so long. By the time she got to the top, she believed she would deserve to
sleep with all the junior associates. Of course, she would never do that. Bethany thought
of Simon across town at work. He would probably leave early today and play golf; the
rest of the year almost made up for tax season when Bethany never saw her husband.
She leaned against the tainted desk. She had only cheated on Simon once. It was
before they were married. She met the guy in Jackson while visiting a friend in law
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school. He had perfect hair, Ken doll hair she and her friend decided. It wasn’t plastic or
painted-on-blonde; it was just tall with a perfect wave away from his forehead. It might
have even been a little dated, an eighties hairstyle, but it just seemed so perfect, like a
news anchor’s. She didn’t cheat on Simon on that trip. No, she told Ken doll that she had
a boyfriend, and she coyly pushed him away while he drunkenly kissed her neck and
massaged her calves while sitting on her friend’s ratty futon.
A few months later he visited Montgomery, and he called her, and she just
decided to do it. She met him at an empty house that his company owned or was selling
or was foreclosing or something. They barely spoke and they barely kissed. They just
smiled at each other. The more words they spoke the more real it would feel. She never
even said his name. As she lay on the scratchy carpet with Ken doll’s arms to each side
of her face, his knees to the sides of her knees, like he was doing lady’s pushups, she
realized two things: one, that his dick was crooked, and two, that this wasn’t worth it.
She never told Simon, and six months later they got engaged.
Bethany had never seduced her husband in her office like the junior associate and
the partner. Simon had only been to her office twice: one odd day to bring her the
BlackBerry she had left on the kitchen island, and the day before she started at the job, to
help bring in boxes of pictures and a tall lamp. On the shelves between the Alabama
Rules of Civil Procedure and the Black’s Law Dictionary, she placed framed wedding
pictures, family portraits from high school, and pictures of her and Simon with his
parents at their beach condo. She slid floral placemats under her monitor and her desk
lamp, put out a white ceramic cup with roses stenciled on it to put pens in, a matching
white ceramic tissue holder, and a pale pink bottle of Nanette Lepore lotion that her
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mother bought her. Simon put the floor lamp beside the window, but she moved it soon
after he left, to a space by the door where she hung a gold framed mirror that she used to
finish her makeup in the mornings when she arrived early. The window wall didn’t need
extra light; the glass stretched from floor to ceiling, looking out over the concrete steps
and walkways lined strategically with shrubs and trees to the flat roof of the Civil Rights
Memorial and across Washington Avenue to the glaringly bright and silver Southern
Poverty Law Center hovering like a liberal spaceship over the streets of the conservative
southern town.
Midday, professionals from the building sat together on the benches and ate fast
food or sack lunches. Bethany watched them while she scarfed down a triangle of
sandwich from whatever deli tray the runner had brought by the office. She didn’t
always eat at work. There were days when she took the summer associates to the Olive
Room or Vintage Year on the firm’s bill. She ate out with her colleagues every Friday at
Jubilee Seafood, and occasionally but never in tax season, she ate with Simon at
Dreamland Barbeque or a small and somewhat notorious Mediterranean restaurant in a
seedy part of town, but she never went home for lunch. The noise of a restaurant, the
lunchtime chatter, the metal forks hitting plates, and the laughter could always drown out
her BlackBerry, but standing in her kitchen, smearing peanut butter on a slice of wheat
bread was too quiet, allowing her to think and possibly reconsider this lifestyle.
Bethany had gotten more behind than usual in the past months after her father’s
death. The worst part was that when she felt like this, overcome with anxiety and dread,
she would have called her father and he would calm her down, make her go on a walk
around the block while he talked to her. A few weeks after the accident, her mother had
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told her about her father’s depression. It had taken that long for the toxicology report to
come in, and although her mother knew that he was on antidepressants during the
accident, she didn’t consider this a concern until then. She called her daughter hoping for
some legal advice. Bethany was more confused than helpful. She knew nothing about
criminal investigations; her cases usually involved big companies whose crimes were
created with paper. She realized she wasn’t being very comforting to her mother, but she
couldn’t understand how the most level-headed person she knew, the person that helped
her through many tear-filled mornings at work, could be the one with depression. How
had she not known? Had it been that long since she had called him just to talk?
She was also extremely angry at having something else to deal with, yet another
reason for people to think her father had killed himself. Bethany remembered a good
friend of hers in high school who came out of the closet when he turned sixteen. It was
so hard for her to believe him because she had denied it for so long, almost as if she was
defending him. Bethany felt the same now. She had been denying the possibility of a
suicide every day since the event, in her head, with her behavioral reactions to people’s
questioning looks, to close friends and family. If her father appeared to her from the dead
and told her he did it, she would still have trouble believing it, so used to denying each
piece of evidence.
Of course, days after the phone call from her mother she wondered about those
past three months. She wondered what it must have felt like for him and why he couldn’t
call her like she had called him so many times. She wondered why her mother kept it
from her, just another misguided form of ownership, something to keep secret. For a
woman who told her family almost everything, Bethany had found herself dumbfounded
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many times over the years, when she discovered some little secret of her mother’s that the
woman must have hidden deep down in her heart. Her grandfather’s affairs. The
homeless man Uncle Parker accidently ran over and killed. Her second cousin, a
pedophile. Bethany believed this was why her mother was so isolated, why she
organized her life to revolve around her immediate family. She must have been scared of
the rest of the world, of people, and the possibilities. But Bethany couldn’t remember any
time her mother had kept a secret about her father from her. This had been different and
the secrecy scared her.
Voices filled the hallway on the other side of Bethany’s cracked office door, and
she cursed herself for wasting time in the precious hour she had before the doorknocking-demands came in that she couldn’t ignore as easily as the emails. She slumped
into her leather chair and began drafting a motion for summary judgment. Three hours
later, one chewed pen top, and the release of two high heeled shoes to the floor, she was
interrupted, but not by a knock or a jumping icon. The xylophone-like bing of her sister
sending her an instant message was followed by the typed sentence, “Mom’s moving in
with me.”
Bethany stared at the words. She imagined her sister, sitting at home on a
Wednesday morning because she didn’t work at the club until after lunch. Maggie had
probably just woken up, just gotten off the phone with their mother, just realized what
she had agreed to, but Bethany couldn’t respond to her now. If she did, she would have to
tell her she couldn’t talk because she had to finish this motion by three. She hated
ignoring her sister, but there had been so many phone calls she answered, especially her
mother’s, right after the accident, when she knew that she couldn’t hang up, couldn’t cut
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her off. It was better to wait, to act like she didn’t see it, and call her back later when she
could talk. She hated this part, like every part of her job except the huge paycheck that
was slowly decreasing her student loan debt. Bethany used to call her mother whenever
she wanted, and she always answered, even if she was in a store, in the garden, and once
or twice when she was in the shower. Would Bethany do that for her own children? How
could Bethany ever be a mother if she ignored her own sister’s messages?
“I know you are there because the little dot beside your name is green, and THAT
means you are on your computer and active. PLEASE HELP! I think I just sold my soul
to the devil!”
“Dammit,” Bethany said aloud.
She thought about how to respond, knowing that even if she cut it short, she
would be distracted by her sister’s dependency, her anger at her mother, and her own
guilt all day, making the work she had to do much more difficult.
“I can’t talk now. Have something due soon. Why don’t you come over tonight,
and we can talk? Simon has poker night. I’ll make lemon drops.”
After a few anxious minutes of Bethany waiting to minimize the message and
move on to her motion, Maggie replied, “Okay. See you when I get off.”
A knock on her door pulled Bethany’s attention away from the computer screen.
A portly boy with shaggy hair and a cheap suit a few sizes too tight, popped his head
through the crack in the door.
“There’s a few chicken salads today, Mrs. Peterson. Thought I’d let you know
before the secretaries grab ‘em.”
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“Thanks—“ Bethany started, but couldn’t finish because she had no idea what the
kid’s name was. “Thanks.”

MAGGIE ARRIVED at her sister’s house only moments after Bethany which
didn’t give her time to change clothes completely or to transition from her computer
trance into sisterly advice mode. Maggie didn’t notice. They stood in the kitchen,
avoiding the poker players in the next room.
“She made it sound like she was doing me a favor,” Maggie told her sister while
sliding a cut lemon around the edge of a martini glass and then spinning it in chunks of
sugar on a salad plate.
“She is doing you a favor.” Bethany shook the stainless steel cocktail shaker like
a maraca. Her upper arm jiggled and her face lacked the same vigor she gave the
alcoholic creation. She had changed into sweatpants and flip flops, but she was still
wearing the pink silk blouse she had worn to work. In the middle of her chest at the
bottom of the v-neck was a large sloppily-tied bow extended from the collar of the shirt.
Maggie thought Bethany looked like a bunny rabbit. An unfortunate one, not like a tartsand-vicars-party costume, but like the little boy’s present in A Christmas Story. Bethany
thought Maggie looked like a teenager, in her country club polo and shorts, a twenty-fiveyear old child.
Bethany’s kitchen smelled faintly of an unemptied trash can. A large plastic bag
filled with Styrofoam to-go boxes sat on the island, a plastic fork sticking out of the top.
Bethany had once been a baker, the kind of woman who changed her tablecloth every
season, and always had fruit-filled bowls on the counter. Now her fridge was mostly full
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of Michelob Ultras and Lean Cuisines. Yet Bethany had a house and the money to get
take-out every day of the week and a husband in the next room playing cards with his
friends.
Maggie blamed her mother for her own financial situation. She blamed her father
and her sister too, the people that helped her, provided for her, gave her all she wanted
without the motivation to get it on her own. She knew that was unfair, but she believed
ambition must be something like personality. You just are the way you are, and she was
not a go-getter.
“God, why didn’t I go to law school like you?”
“Because you have a brain,” Bethany responded quickly, surprising Maggie who
thought of her question as more rhetorical. “Everyone thinks lawyers are ambitious, but
we just lack the courage to do what we really wanted.”
“Which was what? Paint? Be an artist?”
“Or work at an art gallery. And be a mother,” Bethany said.
“Well, isn’t that something. I didn’t know you wanted to be a mom.”
“Yeah, I guess. We’re trying, at least.”
“What?”
“We’re trying.” Bethany gave a tired smile while pouring a chilled yellow liquid
into the glasses.
“Really? Oh my God. That’s so exciting. That makes the move almost not so bad.
Maybe Mom won’t even be around because she will be with the baby all the time.”
“Whoa. Not so fast. We aren’t like trying trying, like with ovulation charts or
anything. We just aren’t being as careful.”
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“Are you still on the pill?”
“I stopped a month ago.”
“Yay! You’re going to have a baby!”
“Maggie! Hello. Boys playing poker in the next room. Calm it down.”
Bethany perched on the barstool at the island and sipped her drink. Maggie
swirled her martini glass like wine, almost spilling it.
“Guess I need to stop drinking these guys,” Bethany said.
“After tonight. I need you to figure out this moving thing for me. That calls for
alcohol.”
“Sounds like you already said yes.”
Maggie threw her head into her crossed arms on the island and let out a loud wail.
“I can’t believe my mother is moving in with me. Why can’t she just give me the
money for rent like Dad did? What if I want to bring a guy home? This is mortifying.”
“Remember Kat Wesson.”
“Prom Queen?”
“Yeah. She works at Boone. She directs the summer associate program. Like she
plans all the parties.”
“Okay.”
“She’s pregnant.”
“Ooh. Is she married?”
“Yes. I mean the job is going to be available soon. Maybe you should apply. It
would pay better.”
“Oh.”
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“What? Wouldn’t you rather be doing that than lining the tennis courts?”
“Yeah, but making that move would be admitting that I’m not going to do
anything else. Like go back to school. Or move the hell away from here.”
“Yes. You’re right. Your minimum wage job at the country club is better.”
“Wow.”
“I’m just trying to help. You don’t want Mom living with you. This job could get
rid of her.”
“I don’t know,” Maggie said. “Maybe I do want her to live with me.” She didn’t
really believe herself, just saying it to stop the conversation. Maggie wondered if she
really did not want her mother to move in with her, why wasn’t she doing more to stop it?
Taking in her widowed mother felt like an adult thing to do, but Maggie was thinking of
other things such as clean laundry and homemade meals. Some type of comfort, some
release from responsibility, some more time before she had to decide what she was doing
with her life.
Maggie and Bethany sipped the dregs of their neon yellow drinks and then heard
yells and laughter from the next room. Bethany got up and walked down the hall,
Maggie following. Peeking around the doorway, they saw Simon and his friends, cards
strewn across the dining room table. Most of the guys were laughing or smiling. One of
them, Jude, was doubled over, practically heaving with delight. Simon was standing
behind his chair, holding his head in mock defeat. The chandelier was dimmed and the
room looked like a real poker room despite the dried hydrangea arrangement on the
buffet.
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Seeing Bethany, Jude said, “Your husband just lost your nest egg. Hope you got
some hidden under the mattress.”
Bethany looked about, unsure how to respond and then dipped her arm under her
husband’s and hugged him, tilting her head on to his shoulder.
“I need another one,” one of the guys said, slipping out the door to the garage
where they had stashed their coolers of beer. Shouts came from the table to “grab me one
too.”
“Ladies, would you like to play Presidents and Assholes?” Jude asked.
“As long as there is no money at stake,” Bethany replied.
“No money. Just your sobriety.”
“Well, I can’t play for too long,” Bethany added, eyes on Simon.
“Just one game, Darling. Then we will call it a night,” he said.
Maggie never understood if Simon’s terms of endearment were sincere or
sarcastic.
“Well, I don’t have to work until noon tomorrow,” Maggie said. “I’m in,” then
adding “Darling,” already a little tipsy from the martinis.
Jude chuckled.
Maggie did not pick up the game very quickly, although she must have played it
in college at some point. The goal, she remembered, was to get rid of all her cards first in
order to become president in the next round. While this was the goal of the game it
would never be Maggie’s goal because she hated games and hated being in charge. She
simply wanted to sit back, drink when a “social” was called, and slide through the ranks
somewhere in the middle. She didn’t want to be president and she definitely didn’t want
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to be the asshole, who she assumed was one of Simon’s friends this round, sitting at the
end of the table with an empty beer case over his head. Maggie made it through the next
round with just few enough cards to be on neither end. While there was no risk of
embarrassment this way, she was getting quite bored and more and more drunk. Jude
was president and was trying to come up with a good rule to invoke.
“No one can cuss or they have to drink,” someone suggested.
“Lame,” Maggie said, causing the guys to turn and notice her.
“You got a good rule, Maggie?” Jude asked.
“Yeah. You could make the asshole T-Rex it.”
“What?”
“T-Rex it. You know…” Maggie pulled her arms into her club polo, like she
would as a child to stay warm. She slipped just her hands out of the arm holes and held
them together at the front of her chest. To demonstrate, she reached for her beer and
tipped it up to her mouth, spilling most of it on her shirt. “T-Rex it.”
Jude laughed. “That’s great,” he said.
He laughed much more than the rest of them, and Maggie decided she must be
funny. She decided she must not look as bad as she thought in her country club polo,
khaki shorts, and tennis shoes. She decided that maybe this guy liked her. Maggie kept
her hands in her shirt and drank her beer like a Cretaceous bipedal carnivore even though
she wasn’t the asshole.
After a few more rounds, most of the guys got up to leave, picking up their empty
coolers in the garage on their way out. Jude stayed. He grabbed two beers from a cooler
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and handed one to Maggie. He plopped down on the couch in the living room beside
Maggie and poked her side.
“I like your Etnies,” he said referring to her sneakers.
She had bought them in college. They were skater shoes, but she was not a skater.
She had always been mesmerized by counterculture and liked to pretend she was part of
it, even though she listened to pop music and shopped at the Gap.
“How cool is it that you have Etnies?” Jude said.
Maggie didn’t want to leave yet, but she noticed that her sister had finally
changed into a t-shirt. Bethany squeezed into an armchair with Simon, yawning.
“Tequila shot?” Jude asked.
“Last one,” Simon said watching Jude pull a small bottle of gold liquid out of his
shorts pocket and pass it to him. When Simon passed it back, Jude grabbed it and
stretched his arm out and over Maggie’s shoulders. He handed her the bottle.
“Sure, why not?” she said.
He nodded toward Bethany. She shook her head, and Jude scoffed at her.
“Better do it now before you get knocked up,” Jude said.
“Simon. You told him?” she said, looking down at him.
“What?” he said.
“It’s not a big deal,” Jude said. “A little Sime running around would be cool. I can
teach him to longboard.”
“I’m kind of surprised you are trying,” Maggie said, distracted by the weight of
Jude’s arm on her shoulder. “I didn’t think you wanted kids.”
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“Of course we do,” Bethany snapped, obviously tired of Maggie and Jude using
her home to begin whatever it was they were beginning.
“I guess I just kind of thought it was like Bobo,” Maggie said.
“Bobo?” Jude asked. “Was that the moon-faced dog Beth had in college?”
“He wasn’t moon-faced,” Maggie said through her laughter. “He was inbred.”
“He was a Sir Charles Cocker Spaniel, and what the hell does Bobo have to do
with us having children?” Bethany asked.
“Well, he was like a designer dog,” Maggie began to explain, realizing there was
no way to make this sound okay now, realizing this was something she should have kept
in her head, maybe even just said to Jude later, as a joke, because that was all she wanted,
to hear him laugh again. “I just think that you want kids because it’s the next step. It’s for
show.”
No one laughed and Maggie felt her buzz lifting, clearing the room for frustration
and anger sitting in the armchair.
“You don’t know anything about what me and Simon want.” Bethany got up and
plodded down the hall to her bedroom, slamming the door. Maggie sat in shock, still
holding the golden tequila bottle.
“God, I didn’t mean it that way,” Maggie said.
“How did you mean it?” Simon asked, not angry, just trying to understand.
“I don’t know. I should go.”
“Yeah. Are you okay to drive?” Simon asked.
“I can drive you,” Jude jumped in.
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“God, I’m sorry Simon,” Maggie said. “I just, I guess I’m drunk. I didn’t mean it
like that.”
“It’s okay. She’ll get over it,” he said, frowning.
Maggie gathered up her bag and her keys and followed Jude to the door. She
heard him behind her, saying, “Guess you won’t be trying tonight. Sorry, bud,” and she
realized maybe she was the sober one between them. They left Simon to his messy
makeshift poker room and his angry wife.
The breeze outside felt good on her flushed cheeks. Jude opened the passenger
door to his car, and she sat down inside. He walked around the front of the car, smiling.
Maggie covered her face with her hands.
“Fuuuuuck,” she said as he pulled out of the driveway.
“What?” he laughed at her.
“She hates me. I can’t believe I said that.”
“She doesn’t hate you.”
Maggie pulled at her ponytail and wondered where Jude was driving to.
“Plus that dog was ugly as shit,” he added.
Jude passed her the tequila bottle from his pocket. Maggie took a big swig. She
rested the bottle between her legs. It was cold on her bare thighs. Half a radio song
passed before he grabbed for it. He got on the highway passing the exit to her apartment,
and she let him keep going.

BETHANY AWOKE at five with a headache. After a hot shower, after coffee,
after staring at the local weatherman for fifteen minutes, she pulled on a pencil skirt and
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floral blouse. Simon smacked her on the butt as he passed by her, one hand holding his
towel around his waist. She wasn’t in the mood. She slipped out the front door without
make-up on, yelling her goodbye to Simon.
The road wasn’t busy yet which made her drive to work quick, with few red lights
to apply lipstick or mascara. She was still so angry at Maggie. She barely slept. The worst
part was that she knew it wouldn’t bother her as much if she didn’t believe it a little bit.
She and Simon liked going to martini bars. They liked escaping town to go to the lake or
the beach alone. She liked expensive shoes and Coach purses and antique furniture.
She hated her job. She had no freedom or flexibility. What if she made spring
break plans with her children and something came up with a client at the last minute? She
wouldn’t even be considered for partner for four more years and even then she would
always be at the beck and call of the client. She was no different from the sales girl in the
shoe department, flitting off to get the red patent leather pumps from the stock room
because Bethany thought the black patent leather pumps were too plain. She would never
be above it. She could never escape it. Except for the few months of freedom she could
get with maternity leave. That wasn’t why she wanted a baby. She was only thinking of
it because she was doubting herself, believing what Maggie had said. But wouldn’t it be
wonderful, to stay out late like Maggie, to sleep in, to play on the computer all morning
reading articles and messaging whoever was on? Wouldn’t it be wonderful to relax and
curl up with a little cooing thing and watch the Telletubbies or whatever children
watched? Wouldn’t it be nice to be one of those women at the country club with no job,
no meetings, just the responsibility of playing house?
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Maggie would probably still be asleep for several more hours, sleeping off her
hangover. Or maybe she had gone home with Jude. Bethany remembered that feeling,
that tickle in her stomach the next morning, still unsure if the feeling was excitement or if
it would become regret. Bethany had felt that so many times during college, although
never with Jude despite their history. Bethany pretty much decided to go to the college
she went to because of Jude, but of course Maggie didn’t know that. Surely Maggie
remembered that Bethany had dated Jude, or maybe she didn’t. Maggie was still so
young then, in high school. Bethany had once been sucked into Jude’s charm, his
laughter, his compliments. At eighteen, it was intoxicating to have someone find you
interesting and attractive, but Jude never attended class and failed out of college. She
quickly forgot about him, having been built up to believe she was invincibly gorgeous
and interesting, ready to seduce any man. At the present, Jude worked at an outdoors
store selling ski gear to rich old men and hiking backpacks to the parents of
schoolchildren. Despite the six years he had on Maggie, they were actually both in a
similar place. Bethany didn’t want to have a child; she wanted to be one again, like Jude,
and like Maggie. Like Maggie, whose mother was about to move in with her, to help pay
her rent.
No, Bethany didn’t want that. If she knew as a child what life would be like, what
dating would be like, what sex would be like, what paying for things herself, what
marriage, what law school, and what the firm and responsibility and adulthood would be
like, maybe she would have never grown up. Maybe she would have been better off in the
passenger seat with her father. Was the knowledge worse than the experience? Because
Maggie had no idea, no idea what was to come. How could Bethany ever tell her, ever
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put into words what it was like, what it was like to wonder if it was worth it? Was it
worth giving up the small joys she had worked so hard for, to create something, someone,
some little cooing thing, who would have to begin from the start? Set the circle going all
over again?
Bethany pulled into her spot in the parking garage across from her building. The
building was a huge block of weight. She could see it over the concrete wall separating
her car from a leap of freedom. She could count the stories up to her floor, tall blue
windows, mirroring the outside world, the trees, the sky. Over the concrete wall, across
Adams Avenue, through the blue mirrors was the rest of her life, stacked up in a pile in
her office. Her phone vibrated in her purse. She was one of only six cars in the parking
garage at seven a.m. She opened the phone and ignored the email that caused the
vibration. Instead she called Simon and invited him to come eat lunch with her in her
office. They could eat on her desk.
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Chapter 4

IT DIDN’T take Maggie long to decide that she was in love with Jude Israel. She
knew this to be true because thoughts of him pierced her mind like a symphony in a
bathroom, each note shattering the reflection of herself until all that remained was his
melody. It was a deafening hallelujah.
She had only felt like this once before, with a boy she met in high school, a waiter
at a taco shop. He was Canadian, and to her, had the most beautiful accent, intelligent
sounding, slightly French. He was boyish-looking despite being older, and his lifestyle
was so different from hers, waiting tables, fixing cars, skateboarding, and smoking pot.
Much like Jude later would, this boy engulfed her mind.
One day, his ex-girlfriend arrived at his house, the one who had called multiple
times while they were together on dates, the one who had been his current girlfriend
when they first met, when Maggie was only pining after him while he served her a carrot
and potato filled burrito in a green tortilla. She knew at the arrival of this ex-girlfriend
that these labels were in her own high-school-head, that someone so much older than her
could easily have been fooling her all summer, and shamefully Maggie believed that her
resistance to sleep with him (although she had had almost every other “first” with him)
that resistance probably pushed him back with the ex-girlfriend. She left at that moment
and never called him again, and only received one phone call from him filled on her end
by a prideful silence.
From that moment on, she never resisted sex, instead striving for it, competing as
if it were a game, and sex was the trophy at the end of the night. She would even continue
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to sleep with other men while seeing Jude, waiters that she worked with, men she met at
bars, boys she knew from college or high school. She acquired a small obsession with
each one, realizing that sex was not enough to secure their attention. She wanted each
one to be obsessed with her in the way that she was obsessed with their potential
affection. She rarely thought about the quality of their conversations or their shared
interests. Only one man (until Jude) had arrested her mind in her young life and since that
one ended quickly and painfully, she vowed to maintain power over the rest. Power came
with apathy, and apathy came with promiscuity. But, Jude was different, and yet she
feared he was the same.
His interest in her was possibly the sole quality of attraction to her, being of an
egotistical mind, as most young people are. She had never noticed him before despite
that he had been Simon’s best friend for many years. His inattention to her made him
ugly and dumb. He was so insignificant to her that when he suddenly noticed her at her
brother-in-law’s poker table, she forgot completely about his past with her sister. She
forgot that she had once read his name in her sister’s diary. Her sister had met him when
visiting his college, the college she would later go to and that he would quickly drop out
of, and she would not see him again until she began dating Simon.
Maggie forgot all of this and didn’t remember it until the morning after the poker
game as she walked to the bathroom of Jude’s house and suddenly remembered being
there years before, right after Simon had proposed to Bethany. She remembered standing
in the hall bathroom, Jude’s bathroom, with her sister, both slightly inebriated, reapplying
lipstick. There was a keg in the living room, boys in the den watching football, and their
girlfriends in the kitchen munching the dips and snacks that they had made for the party.
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She was younger than everyone there and was bored, texting on her phone for a friend to
pick her up and go to a different party.
“You think I made the right choice?” Bethany asked her sister, hovering over the
sink to see her reflection in the toothpaste-stained mirrored. She heard yells from the den
about the football game.
“About what?” Maggie said, sitting on the closed toilet, phone in hand.
“With Simon. I mean between Simon and someone else, like Jude.”
“Yeah,” Maggie replied quickly, vaguely following her sister’s train of thought.
Her sister’s questioning scared Maggie. Someone who was engaged to be married should
be sure of it, especially when that someone was her sister, who Maggie admired more
than anyone.
“Jude is ugly,” she added, and at that time she believed it. He wasn’t tall and slim
like Simon; he was shorter with soft blonde hair. He had a funny looking nose and a
wide face. Something about him made him look much older, like a middle aged man,
and of course, he had not noticed Maggie at all. She was only Bethany’s little sister on
that night.
When Maggie discovered this memory in Jude’s bathroom, she was struck with
guilt, but this emotion was confusing to her. Bethany shouldn’t be hurt by Maggie’s
interest in Jude because she was married to Simon, but Maggie knew that she herself
didn’t always feel the way she should. Despite that empathy, Maggie’s fascination with
her sister was what pushed her forward into a relationship with Jude. Because Maggie
was now questioning her mother and late father’s relationship, wondering if that was the
cause of his death, Maggie looked to her sister’s relationship for guidance. Jude was the
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closest thing to having what Bethany had, if not better, because perhaps Bethany had
made the wrong choice. Jude’s interest in her, his love and desire for her, would be the
ultimate reward in a lifetime of sororal competition.
The night of the poker game launched Maggie’s tumultuous infatuation with Jude.
She, being only slightly tipsy, continued to swig the tequila bottle resting between her
legs, while Jude, being only slightly sober, drove to his house which he shared with four
other guys. By the time they arrived, Maggie had regressed into a blurry state of
giddiness, ready to forgot her recent transgressions against her sister and instead redeem
her reward for the evening’s competition. They stumbled up the steps into a house with
cracking paint on the walls and rust stains in the sink that Maggie wouldn’t realize until
the next morning that she had been in before.
Maggie lay in Jude’s unmade bed while he retrieved two glasses of water from the
kitchen, maintaining the illusion that they might sleep and hydrate instead of what they
both knew they would be doing momentarily. As usual, Maggie felt exhilarated by her
scenario. There was so much uncertainty in the act of intercourse. What would he say?
What would his face look like? How would he feel? And of course her own actions were
somewhat uncertain. She was not yet sure what she might say or how she would feel,
although she did not expect to climax because she rarely did. Still her performance was
almost a competition in itself. How he responded to it would provide her evaluation and
maybe determine whether he would maintain an infatuation with her. None of these
thoughts were actualized in words in Maggie’s head, just as she didn’t fully realize the
way in which she perceived sex, as a game. She merely had emotions of excitement and
anticipation. Jude returned with the glasses of water and sat down beside her.
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“I like your gold eyeshadow.”
“Gold? It’s not gold. You think it’s silly?”
“No. I think it’s cool.”
Jude handed her the water. She took a few sips, and slipped under the covers,
suddenly uncertain if this would happen, if it should happen.
“Thanks for letting me stay over. I shouldn’t have drunk so much.”
Jude slipped under the covers as well, as if they were both about to sleep, side by
side. In silence, the two lay in the bed. Each small movement of Jude’s hand or foot
caused a heart flutter in Maggie, thinking he might be about to touch her, and when he
finally did, she wondered why she pretended they were ever going to do otherwise. He
slipped his arms around her, cradling her from behind.
“I want to fuck you,” he whispered in her ear, pressing himself into her back.
She was unsure how to respond to that, each word now determining the tone of
their action. She didn’t want it to be dirty, not because she had never done that before but
because she was tired and heart-sore from the night’s quarrel with her sister. She did not
believe there might be something more with him, not at that moment anyway, but perhaps
there was always a hope in Maggie that the person she was about to sleep with might be
someone she would want to sleep with continuously, someone she could be with, in a
relationship. The moment that notion was sullied with casual sex, her hope would fade.
Jude kissed her neck and outlined her face with his hands, and she whispered, “Okay.”
He slipped his hands between her legs, pulling at the elastic of her underwear,
which she helped pull to her feet. Although Maggie still believed this was casual, her
hope was coaxed by his attention to her, his affection, and his chivalry. He entered her,
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still behind her, spooning, in the same way they would make love from then on, and she
began to think how pleasant it was, how much she liked to be held, and how safe she felt.
Then, Jude pulled away, with frustrated sighs. He had lost his erection and despite a few
attempts at retrieval, they stopped.
“I’m sorry. I guess I’m too drunk.”
“Oh, it’s okay. It’s fine.”
Maggie had never encountered this before and was suddenly wide awake, sober,
and completely lost. Was this her fault? There was no reward, no physical manifestation
of her power over him. She lost it all in a moment; she and Jude pulled back on their
clothing, she went to the restroom, and when she returned, he was still there, ready to
envelope her with the same arms, spooning her to sleep. He fell asleep, his breath against
her neck, and she was left wondering who on earth this man was, drowning in the
symphony.
The next morning Maggie awoke to the sunlight in her eyes and someone clearing
his throat.
“Sorry, Maggie. I didn’t know you were here.”
It was Simon. She heard the door shut. She jumped out of the bed and pulled on
her shorts and polo. Just outside the door she found him, rustling through some papers on
this kitchen table.
“I think Jude grabbed my phone instead of his. I was just going to grab it on my
way to work. You okay?” Simon said.
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“Yeah. I’m fine. I should probably go soon too. Jude’s in there,” Maggie said,
realizing that Simon knew where his best friend’s bedroom was. As Simon went in, she
heard some rustling and murmurs, a couple of cuss words. Eventually Simon walked out.
“He says the phone is in his car. I’ll be back.”
After a few minutes, Jude walked out, dressed in a clean salmon dress shirt and
khaki pants. He was stringing his leather belt through the pant loops. Before he could say
anything, Maggie went back into the bedroom. “Gotta get my shoes,” she said. When she
returned to the kitchen, Simon and Jude were talking and they stopped.
“I’ve got to get to work,” Jude said. “Like five minutes ago.”
“Why are you so dressed up?” Simon asked. “You don’t wear that to work?”
Jude looked at Maggie, but was cut off before responding. “Whatever. I’ll take
you home, Maggie,” Simon said.
“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Maggie said, realizing this should have been
Jude’s line.
“It’s fine,” Simon said. “Let’s go.”
“I’ll call you,” Jude said as Simon and Maggie stumbled out the door.
As Maggie sat in her brother-in-law’s car, her gold eye shadow smeared around
her eyes and the smell of Jude on her skin, she wondered if last night would ever happen
again. Bethany was rightfully angry with her and would probably be angrier after
hearing about this from Simon, and her mother was about to move into her apartment,
indefinitely. Being with Jude felt so wrong and she didn’t know if she would even have
the chance again, and thus she fell in love with him. Her days stretched before her, strung
together by every text message he sent and every rare interaction. Her pain and her guilt
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over her father’s death could all be suppressed by her obsession with Jude, her
acquiescence to his sporadic requests to see her, like a rat in a psychology experiment.
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Chapter 5

“WHAT’S THIS?” Joanna exclaimed, slyly pulling a bright yellow five-hundred
dollar bill out from underneath the Monopoly board. This was a trick she had pulled
since her daughters were little. She argued that she was teaching her little girls the value
of savings, but she knew she just enjoyed seeing their little surprised faces when she
fooled them.
Sitting around the dining room table, Bethany and Simon were not fooled by this
ploy. Bethany had four times that amount of colorful money in front of her for the whole
world to see. She had been winning for some time, but only because they were not
playing by the rules. They thought they had been playing by the rules until Simon
questioned them. The way the Creightons played Monopoly, when someone had to pay
money after picking up a Chance card or when someone had to pay a Tax, they stacked
the money in the middle of the board. Then, when someone landed on Free Parking, that
person got all of the money in the pile. The family had always played that way. When
Simon questioned it, Joanna insisted they check the directions even though Simon agreed
to play the Creighton way. The family could not find any proof in the rumpled rule book,
but they continued on anyway, deciding that it made the game more exciting.
Early in the game, Bethany landed on Free Parking while the money pile was very
high. It became impossible for her to lose after the purchase of four hotels. At the
present moment, Joanna paid rent to her daughter with the hidden hundreds and had just
enough left to survive another turn. It was such an exciting game Joanna believed she
should excuse herself to make a drink.
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“I think I will make a margarita,” she announced. “Would anyone like one?”
Bethany nodded her head, watching Simon roll the dice. Joanna slipped into the
kitchen which was really only separated from the dining room by a short wall of counter
space. She and Jerry had built their house only three years ago, right after Bethany
finished law school. The Creightons fell in love with the Banks, a planned community
modeled after towns like Seaside in northern Florida and I’on in Charleston. They
wanted to escape the traffic and crime in Montgomery. Their old house was already at the
furthest edge of the city, but in the last ten years it grew from mostly cow pastures to a
busy suburb. Joanna was scared to go to their neighborhood movie theater with so many
hoodlums in baggy pants and provocative t-shirts loitering outside. The Banks was only
twenty minutes from town, outside of the city limits. The first hamlet (a term the builders
used) was composed of traditional Southern houses with wide porches and balconies.
There were five ponds, four tennis courts, a saltwater infinity pool, a gym, a post office, a
café, and a wedding dress designer boutique.
The new neighborhood allowed Joanna to finally show everyone her good taste.
She had had the same blue plaid sofa and chairs in the same tiny house for almost twenty
years, and although she didn’t spend as much time or money keeping up with decorating
trends or entertaining like Rena and Bethany did, she did have a certain style that she
preferred: bright florals, an old Williamsburg look with pineapples and apples, some
French provincial dining room furniture. When she and Jerry built the house, they picked
their favorite of the four architects assigned to the community, and he helped them tweak
the house plans to make the space more open and the yard more manageable. They were
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the first family on Irish Cove, and thus got first choice of the eight paint colors permitted
in their hamlet. Joanna chose white. Clean, pristine white.
Joanna loved her house. Every hand-picked knick-knack, the leather recliners she
and Jerry sat in to watch television, the large kitchen where they made French pressed
coffee in the mornings. She didn’t want to leave it; she wanted to live in it forever…with
Jerry. But being there was just too painful. Her decision to move in with Maggie had
been a spontaneous decision, mostly declared to prove a point with Rena, but the more
she had thought about it, even after Maggie’s initial reluctance, the more Joanna believed
it was a good idea. Her family needed to be together. She would move both Bethany and
Maggie, even Simon, into her house at the Banks if she could. She didn’t want anyone to
be alone, like Jerry had been when he died. And although Joanna believed that to be her
greatest motive, the fear she had of someone being alone was mostly fear for herself.
“I’m turning on the blender,” she told the room. The one complaint she had about
her open floor plan was how sound carried. Jerry had bought ear phones and attached
them to a long chord that plugged into the television. He did this just so he could listen
and watch television at night, after Joanna had gone to bed, to prevent disturbing her.
Did she ask too much of him? Why couldn’t she just let him watch television past nine
o’clock, with the sound up as loud as he needed it? Why didn’t she put in ear plugs when
she went to bed? Joanna made herself stop analyzing these ridiculous details of her
previous life, forcing herself to understand that they simply could not have caused his
death, but she knew that if he was still alive, she would do anything for him, change
everything about herself, if needed. Simon was waiting on her to finish blending the
margarita, his request for some hotel or railroad property pending. “Sorry,” she said when
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she finished. She didn’t think her noise was any louder than the rain pounding on the tin
roof Jerry insisted on adding. Simon handed over several pastel bills to retrieve his new
plastic property.
Joanna loved games, especially with her children. When she was young, she
played canasta and Chinese checkers with her brother and sister for hours in the summer.
Board games would be paused at the end of the day and resumed again the next day.
Monopoly could last a week. That was when she first learned about hiding her money
under the board. Her brother had gotten her good that way. Joanna smeared the edge of a
lime slice around two margarita glasses, rolled the rims of the glasses in some green salt
that she found at World Market, and poured the icy liquid in. To Bethany’s glass, she
added a plastic blue monkey that hung by its tail to the rim, and to hers she added a red
one. This was how they would tell them apart. She returned to the table and handed
Bethany her drink.
“Your turn, Mom,” Bethany said.

BETHANY HATED games. She hated competing with anyone. Sometimes she
thought it could be that she was actually quite competitive, and that she feared how she
would act if she really let herself try. In law school, she put every morsel of effort into
her studies and ended up second in her class, beating out another student in the last
semester. The new ranking was announced at graduation. It felt good. She was
embarrassed to be that proud, wanting it not to matter to her that much, but in law school
she didn’t have to see her competitors during the race. She just worked and worked until
she was the best, and in school she did care about being the best.
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The firm was very different. The rules were different. She watched Simon. He
had given up on the game, mixing water with scotch from the remnants of her father’s
liquor cabinet. She knew that Simon liked games. Competitive games. His parents
banned Monopoly when he was a child because he and his brother played too violently.
He liked sports games, video games, and game shows, but today, she was the one
winning. Simon didn’t hide his disinterest, and this annoyed Bethany. She wanted him to
be more thoughtful. They needed to seem happy and calm and interested around her
mother. Everything was so fragile.
She tried to remember playing games with her father. Instead, she remembered
him falling asleep while reading to her and Maggie when they were little. His voice
would drop off, and they would shake him with their little hands and say “Read! Read!”
She smiled at this and suddenly wanted desperately to watch the home videos in the
cabinet. He had converted the VHS tapes to DVDs before the accident. He received the
converter for Christmas years earlier and had slowly been accumulating stacks of DVDs
with copies that he distributed to each of his daughters at various meetings.
“Here, Bethany. This is your high school graduation speech.”
“Dad, I’m never going to watch that. Why don’t you keep it at the house?”
“I have a copy. You may want to watch it someday. Plus, it’s better to have two
copies. In case there’s a fire.”
She wondered if he had finished the conversion process. Somehow she knew he
had. She thought of sneaking downstairs later and watching one alone, but what if her
mother heard her. What if her mother came down to watch and started crying or what if
she became angry, like she often did when she didn’t understand her own emotions? The
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mourning process was exhausting and Bethany believed she had finally found a lull in the
grief, only three months in. Perhaps the tension she felt during the game wasn’t
annoyance at her husband, but fear that the pain would resurface. Hers or her mother’s.
The funny thing was that she hadn’t seen her mother’s pain or her sister’s for that
matter, and she surely hadn’t shown hers to them. There had been a few phone calls
when Bethany was checking on her mother and she knew that she had been crying.
Bethany worried that was all that she did when she was alone. She herself had broken
down once in an uncontrollable fit of tears and rage. Simon was gone and somehow by
herself in her house she was finally able to lose control. She yelled and cried and broke a
favorite glass jewelry box on her dresser, thankful that it was something Simon wouldn’t
miss. She felt so helpless and angry, at her father, at her mother, at herself. Just as it was
embarrassing to be proud, she was embarrassed to feel that much pain, to not be in
control. Had anyone seen or heard her she would have been horrified. That type of grief
could be felt in the sanctuary of privacy, and she assumed her mother and sister felt the
same way.
Joanna stared at the little silver Scottie dog on the board game. Each of them
waited for someone else to call it.
“I guess the Independence Day Festival will be rained out tomorrow,” her mother
said.
“I doubt they will cancel it, but it’ll be pretty muddy,” Bethany replied. “You still
want to go to the Biscuit’s game tomorrow night?”
“Whatever you want to do. This is your weekend,” Joanna said.
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In a way, it was. Bethany finally had a full weekend away from the office
including the holiday. Maggie was at the club working the holiday weekend for time and
a half. Bethany hadn’t spent a whole weekend with her mother since the funeral, and a
whole weekend with Simon and her mother since before her father’s death. Bethany
hoped her mother would want to go to the game, to go anywhere. Weekends at home
after she got married were always spent inside the house playing games, riding around on
the golf cart, or eating yet another large meal, never leaving the Banks. With just the
three of them now, the silent moments came often, and Bethany filled them nervously
with chatter, sure that silence would lead to thought and then to memory.
“Remember when we went to that party in the alumni box at the Biscuit’s game,”
Bethany blurted out. There it was. A memory. She cursed herself. Her mother smiled.
“It was nice. Wasn’t it?” Joanna said.
“That young news anchor who had been in dad’s class got really drunk and kept
following him around. He had on hiking boots with shorts. What was his name?”
Bethany asked.
“I don’t remember,” Joanna said. “I don’t think he’s on the air anymore.”
Joanna began to clear the game without discussing winners or losers. No one
protested. Simon turned on the television. Bethany remembered being so proud of her
father that night. A real news anchor, someone on television, respected her own father,
said he was the best professor he ever had. She felt so important in the special room at the
top of the stadium with its wall of windows and leather couches. She and her family ate a
free catered meal while everyone else was spending too much money on chili dogs and
funnel cakes from the concession stands. She must have been in junior high. After the
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free dinner with all the adults, she left the box and used her allowance to buy sweet fresh
squeezed lemonade that the vendor made right in front of her. She saw a friend from
school by the bathrooms, and she got to tell her that she had to get back to the suite with
her parents. She said it like it was such a hassle, but she knew that the friend understood
what it meant. She lingered a while before she went back into the air conditioned room,
hoping to see someone else, smelling the night air, the cigarettes, and the peanut oil.
“Ready to go eat?” Joanna asked.
“Definitely. I’m starving,” Simon yelled from the living room.
“Where to?” she asked.
“The Brew Pub?” Bethany suggested.
“Will it be too crowded? On a Friday night?” Joanna asked.
“Everywhere will be crowded,” Bethany said. “We need some people.”
Joanna grabbed a pink poncho from the coat rack and handed Bethany her blue
Columbia raincoat. She grabbed the purple polka dot umbrella and the large black one.
“Do you have a raincoat, Simon?” Joanna asked.
“No. I’ll be fine. Skin like rubber.”
“No. You don’t want to mess up that nice shirt. Here take Jerry’s.” Joanna
grabbed a black anorak from a hook facing the corner, a hidden memory. Simon and
Bethany exchanged a look that Joanna did not even pretend to ignore.
“What? Who else is going to use it? You should keep it.”
The crew piled in to the couple’s large Tahoe and Simon drove downtown,
immediately turning on the XM radio after he turned the key, drowning their thoughts
with sports radio and raindrops. When they got to the Brew Pub, Simon paused at the
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front door to let his wife and mother-in-law out. The restaurant was not crowded.
Bethany and Joanna were seated at a table in the side room, away from the bar and the
stage that was set for late night bands.
“I think you made Simon uncomfortable, Mom.”
“He should get over it.”
“Mom!”
“I’m sick of worrying about other people’s comfort. I’ve done that for thirty
years. If Simon doesn’t take the jacket, then the Salvation Army will be glad to have it.
Or Rena or Karen. They didn’t hesitate to take anything.”
“Why are you acting like this? I know Simon is acting weird, but he is trying. It’s
just hard to adjust to.”
“Simon isn’t acting weird. He’s acting like he always does. You are acting weird.
We don’t have to do something every second of the day. Just relax. This is your weekend
off.”
“I just want to make sure you aren’t sitting around the house depressed all the—”
“Did I miss anything?” Simon pulled up a chair.
“We were just talking about ordering the crab claws,” Bethany said.
“Your wife thinks it bothers you to wear a dead man’s raincoat. And she thinks I
need to get out of the house and not cry all day.”
“Mom, are you kidding me?” Bethany said.
Simon glanced at his wife and then back at Joanna, seeming unsure of what he
walked into and how to respond. He settled for a smile and said,
“Well, we are out now. How about a beer?”
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“That sounds fabulous, Simon,” Joanna said.
Simon ordered a four beer sample, resolving aloud to drink the dark beers while
Bethany and Joanna could drink the two light ones. At that moment, Bethany
remembered the sensation of embarrassment that her father only drank light beers, that he
bought inexpensive liquor, that her husband brought him nice bottles of scotch for
Christmas because he would never buy them for himself. She wanted to fix it all, to tell
her father that life was great growing up, that she had everything she needed and more.
While her mother examined the menu, Bethany took a big swig of her golden beer
and turned to Simon excitedly. She was happy to be doing something fun like eating at
one of her favorite places when she was younger.
“Aren’t the crab claws good?” Bethany asked Simon when he took his first bite.
“Isn’t the bread good? And all the different beers?”
He nodded.
“I knew you would like this place. It’s so different,” she told him.
“I do like it,” he said. “But I have been to a brewery before.”
“What is the matter with you? Why are you so grumpy? Are you mad at me?”
“I’m not mad at you. Why do you always ask that? You just need to relax.
Breathe for a minute.”
Bethany stopped talking and picked at the bread. The first time Simon took her
to his parent’s house, they cooked tuna steaks on the grill and his grandparents came
over. They sat outside on their veranda in candlelight and talked for hours. Simon drove
her around his hometown, showing her their country club, the overlook from the
mountain, and the park. They took pictures by the fountain, and pointed out the pretty
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orange and white Koi. She was so excited to see his hometown, to see all the places that
meant something to him.
They got engaged soon after his grandfather died. Simon never mentioned it, but
it felt like the events were causally related. Now, after her father’s death, he had finally
agreed to try for children.
“You should go fishing tomorrow,” Joanna said
“Yeah. I had been thinking about that. You still have Jerry’s poles and lures?”
Simon asked.
“Saved them all. Just for you.”
Hours after Simon and her mother went to bed, Bethany snuck downstairs and put
a DVD in the computer and stuck some headphones in her ears. She sat in the dark
watching herself and Maggie as little girls. Two bow-headed bobble heads picking at
each other, making faces in the camera, posing—still getting used to video versus snap
shot. She saw herself in the little five-year-old on the screen, dancing for the camera.
She held her cereal up to the screen, and said “Take a picture my brefast, Daddy.” When
the attention shifted to baby Maggie, Bethany turned too and said “Yes, Baby, show us
your baby food,” and “Baby, make a face for the camera. Make a happy face!” A
younger Joanna stood by the counter in the kitchen drinking a Diet Coke. She had on a
mauve terrycloth robe and no makeup. She had just served her little girls cereal and was
waiting for them to finish. She didn’t smile at the camera. She treated Bethany’s father
like he was just Jerry with no massive camcorder over his shoulder. The shot moved to a
perspective taken from the floor. Her father must have been lying on the kitchen tiles.
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“I was trying to be artistic there,” Bethany could hear her father say. “Your mom
hated all of this.”
Her family had more home videos than any other family she knew; Simon barely
had any. When she realized this, she rationalized to Simon that it must have been
because her father could borrow the camcorder from his department, because he was so
comfortable with video and public speaking, but Bethany believed it was something else,
something more. Her father loved making home videos, loved watching them, loved
documenting every moment of his children’s lives. It was a gift to her. It was proof of
their family’s love.
The house on the screen was not even a house that Bethany could remember. Her
parents moved often when she was a child, always looking for a better place. Next came
a shot of just her and her father, the camera resting on the carpet near a television.
Sesame Street was on. The Monkeys were playing on the stereo through the big wooden
speakers. Bethany was picking up raisins that were spread out on the carpet. She ate
each raisin, one by one, while her father talked to her.
“Bethany, oh Bethany? What are you doing?” he said. “What are you doing with
those raisins?”
She smiled and giggled when he said her name, but then returned to her tedious
task of raisin picking.
Bethany took out the DVD and hid the evidence back in the cabinet. She
ascended the stairs silently, weaved through the maze of moving boxes in the bedroom,
and slipped into bed beside her sleeping husband. She had enjoyed seeing her father
again, even the young version that she barely remembered. She wanted to love
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something as much as he had loved her. She wanted to feel what he felt in that video, for
her, a baby that she had once been, sometimes an impossibility to fathom. She was
grieving silently and alone, just as her mother and sister were doing, afraid to ask for
help, embarrassed to need that help to grieve.

THE NEXT morning Joanna woke up early. She took a shower early and got
dressed early. When Simon and Bethany finally came down the stairs, Joanna had
written and edited two obituaries for the Sunday paper, talked to Maggie on the phone,
and was working on breakfast. Everything was under control.
“You should really just talk to her,” Joanna had told her youngest daughter on the
phone earlier that morning. “I don’t want you girls to fight like this. One of you could be
gone at any second.”
“Mom, please stop saying stuff like that,” Maggie said. “It’s just complicated. I
pissed her off. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have even gone over there that night. Then
maybe I wouldn’t have ever started liking Jude.”
“So this Jude guy? He’s the one Bethany dated in high school?”
“Oh they didn’t really date. I don’t think,” Maggie said.
“But you like him. Are you an item?” Joanna asked.
“Mom, it’s not like that anymore. You don’t ask someone to go steady.”
“Well, I know what the opposite of going steady is. Just be careful.”
“Uhhh. Mom, why do I ever tell you these things?”
“Well you need to call your sister and apologize for whatever you did. We need
to stick together right now.”
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Maggie didn’t respond for several moments. When she finally said, “I will,”
Joanna was ready to discuss the move, having gotten what she wanted out of her
daughter. She couldn’t help but worry about her daughters and their relationship. They
were so much closer than she and Rena. They had been closer when they were younger,
but they had just grown apart. She hoped Bethany and Maggie could remain confidants;
they would need someone to lean on when things got hard. Joanna did not see Rena as
her friend now, and she knew she would probably never be able to forget her sister’s
words, even if they reconciled.
She also worried about Maggie and who she dated. Perhaps the move would
make Maggie create a steady schedule, where a boyfriend would have to be a boyfriend
who came over and introduced himself and took her daughter out to dinner instead of
slumming around at bars.
“Do you need pots and pans? I don’t want to bring this stuff if you already have
it,” Joanna said.
“Yeah, I probably need some. Mom, I gotta go get ready for work. Have fun this
weekend. Tell Bethany maybe I will see her at church tomorrow.”
Joanna made herself busy that morning, her hands busy while her mind worked.
She wondered what living with Maggie would be like, if they would fight like they did
when Maggie was in high school, if she would be able to refrain herself from setting up
chore lists and curfews, if she would be able to sleep at night when Maggie was still out
with friends. She had not told the girls about the money, the money that was officially
hers now. Although she knew it was there, she wondered if these decisions she had
made, moving, selling the house, were made to hide this little secret of hers. She didn’t
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need to sell the house or anything in it. She didn’t need to move in with Maggie; she
could just give everybody huge chunks of money instead, solve all their problems. But,
then she would have to tell them the truth, and maybe they would wonder about it as
much as she had. Maybe they would blame her or themselves. And the worst thing was
if they believed it, that their father killed himself. Joanna could wonder, she could
question the logistics of the accident and the new life insurance policy, and mostly those
months of pain. She could carry that burden because she was his wife and that’s what she
vowed to do, in sickness and in health, but his daughters never made that heavy promise.
They didn’t need to question their father’s love for them or for his own life.
Later that morning, while Joanna made breakfast, Bethany sat cross-legged at the
kitchen table, still in her pajamas. Simon had put on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, and he
sat down at the computer desk reading sports news. Joanna had on her favorite summer
outfit, a navy blue and red gingham sundress. She had even rolled her hair already. She
was cooking sausage, scrambled eggs, Sister Schubert biscuits, and grits with pepper jack
cheese in them. Bethany always talked about Simon’s mother’s spicy grits, so she had
decided to try it out.
“Anyone want to fish with me today?” Simon asked.
“Oh I can’t,” Joanna said. “I have to get this kitchen packed up. Ya’ll go. Get out
of the house.”
“Can I help, Mom?” Bethany asked.
“I got it, Hon,” Joanna replied.
Joanna had waited all morning for them to come downstairs and now Bethany
was at it again. She just wanted her daughter to relax and not worry about her. She didn’t
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want her daughters to worry about anything. Maggie had visited so often in the past few
months; it was as if they were already living together. Joanna had almost no time to
grieve with her constant task of convincing her daughters that she was all right. Bethany
rustled through a magazine. When she reached the back cover, she got up and walked
over to the computer desk. She leaned into Simon’s shoulder.
“When are you going to be off? I want to look something up.”
Simon looked up at Bethany, dropped his hands to the side, and pushed back his
chair.
“You can have it,” he said. He walked over to the island where Joanna was
cooking and sat down, picking up part of the newspaper that had been discarded.
“I didn’t mean right now,” she said back to him.
Simon didn’t look up.
“Oh, Bethany, you made him mad,” Joanna said to her. “Here take him this.”
Bethany rolled her eyes, embarrassed by her mother’s interference.
Joanna held out the piece of link sausage from the platter that she had just
finished cooking. Bethany hesitated, but Simon, sitting directly across from Joanna and
the plate of steaming sausage, waited patiently, either playing along or ignoring the event,
Bethany unsure of which. She took the sausage, having to walk past Simon to get it, and
walked back around to him, his face scrunched up in frustration. He ignored her and
pretended to read. She held out the sausage, and he pouted some more. She finally put
the sausage up to his mouth, and he took it, and then grinned, sheepishly.
“Don’t you let the little things get you,” Joanna lectured. “I would give anything
to feed your father some sausage right now.”

101

Bethany and Simon returned to their newspaper and magazine, rustling a little
more loudly this time, joining the sizzle of sausage in the fight to fill the void.

BETHANY DID not want to help her mother pack any more boxes. She felt like
each one was a betrayal to her sister, to whom she had promised that she would subtly
suggest to their mother that she stay in the house. Of course that was before Maggie said
what she did about her having kids. Bethany wouldn’t admit it to Maggie, but she
believed the move would help both of them. Maggie needed a gadfly to make her do
something with her life and her mother needed a companion. She just hoped it didn’t
make them hate each other. She also realized she would be the one who had to listen on
the phone while one complained about the other one, but what was the alternative? Let
her mother move in with her and Simon? She hadn’t told her yet that they were trying for
kids. Whether or not her mother interfered with her sex life, becoming pregnant while
her mother was living in the same house seemed very inappropriate and somewhat
incestuous. Bethany watched her mother tape up another box and label it, as Simon
grabbed the fishing poles and tackle box. She hadn’t subtly suggested anything and she
knew she wouldn’t, although she might lie to her sister about it later.
Fishing was Simon’s thing. Her father had bought the poles and equipment
because of Simon. They went out to the pond every time they visited and sometimes they
stayed out there all day. She knew Simon would have gone alone today. He probably
had a bowl in his pocket that he could take a hit from and zone out for a little while.
Bethany didn’t necessarily want to be with her mother or husband right now, but she also
didn’t want to be alone. What she wanted, she realized, for the first time possibly ever,
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was to be at work with a specific agenda and no time to think about guilt or worry or
family planning. She wondered if her husband missed her father, if he wished that he
was here instead of her.
They drove the golf cart to a pond on the far end of the neighborhood. The sky
was cloudy and the air humid, but not raining. The grass looked muddy. Other Banks
residents had the same idea. Families fishing together on the Fourth of July. They got out
of the golf cart and waved to a family with small children standing nearby. Simon pulled
out a beer for each of them from a Styrofoam cooler on the backseat. Bethany was glad
that her mother didn’t come. She would not have let them drink their beer in front of the
other family. Still, despite her annoyance with her mother’s ways, she always understood
them deep inside of her, and thus she held her beer close to her, mostly hidden by her
arm. Simon was first to put his line in after he baited a hook for Bethany. The line
plopped into an erupting swirl of circles far out on the water. Bethany threw her line in
and her feet sunk into the muddy grass. She was glad she wore galoshes when she saw
Simon’s muddy toes through the straps of his sandals, but she knew that he didn’t care.
The father of the family nearby caught something and the man tensed up. They
watched him. He held steady as his boy came up behind him. He jerked a few times and
then reeled in a nice-sized brim that his son took a picture of with his cell phone. The
father slowly pulled the hook out of the fish’s mouth and threw it back.
Bethany resisted reeling in her lure. Her favorite part of fishing was the soft
singing noise the line made when she flung it in the water, her thumb on the trigger, the
fishing line whirring inside the spinning rod. It was like flinging a dart or shooting a gun,
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but the rest was just waiting, waiting for something to bite. They stood by the water for
some time.
Simon wasn’t getting any bites. Bethany had one, but it got away. Then she got
her hook stuck in some debris and lost her neon bait.
“Want to go somewhere else?” he asked. She shrugged. They got in the golf cart
and waved goodbye to the family. The family did not know her. They didn’t know who
her mother was or they would have spoken, would have said something. They would
have felt like they had to. Bethany believed that everyone felt the same sense of social
obligation that she did. It was hard for her to imagine someone simply not knowing how
to act, like her sister Maggie.
She sipped her warm beer while Simon drove to the very far end of the
subdivision with empty lots and another large pond. While turning past an embankment
hiding them from the neighborhood, he slipped a small glass bowl and a lighter out of his
pants pocket. He flipped his lighter and swirled it around the green contents of the small
cavity in the glass, lighting up the bud to glowing orange. He took a hit. No one was
around. He stopped the cart and they got out to walk down to the water in the muddy
grass. Bethany took her beer with her this time.
“Careful,” Simon said. “Don’t slip.” He pointed to a spot where the water flowed
in from another pond. “The honey hole,” he said. “Because the fish swim right through
the opening, easy to catch.”
Simon immediately caught a large bass, but didn’t keep it. Bethany hooked a
couple, but lost them before she could reel them in. She wasn’t trying very hard, and
wasn’t listening to her husband’s instructions. She jerked too soon or not enough. They
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fished for a while in the muggy air. She could almost see the clouds surrounding them.
Bethany found some distractions by picking at the grass and skipping stones in the water.
Simon ignored her and took another hit.
“Look at this,” she said and tried to throw the line in the water in a fancy way.
“Watch out,” Simon said, but her hook caught on a tree by the water. “Dammit,
Beth.”
“I can get it,” she said, stepping down the bank slowly, slipping once, only to
catch herself before she hit the ground.
“No. It’s fine. I will get it.” Simon bent down and rolled up his pants legs. He
slowly stepped down the embankment with firmly placed flat feet. He waded into the
water, mud and grass covering his sandals. Leveraging himself on the tree trunk with one
hand, he swung around the tree and plucked the hook out of the side. He slowly pulled
himself back up the bank, a brown line appearing above his naked ankles.
“I could have gotten it,” she said.
Simon did not reply. He threw his line in. Bethany squatted on the ground,
careful not to let her behind touch the wet ground. Simon jerked his arm and then began
reeling in his line. She stood up ready to congratulate him, to act like her mother. She
forced herself to remember that her husband was here now. She should be glad. He pulled
it in, only to find a very tiny fish. He left it on the bank. He had told her the small fish
were not supposed to be thrown back because they would eat food that the big fish
needed to get even bigger. The tiny fish flopped around on the muddy grass. Bethany
looked away. She didn’t think that logic even made sense. Then she saw a large silver
fish near the bank.
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“Oh look at that!”
She grabbed her pole.
“That’s just a grass carp,” Simon said. “He won’t bite your line. You’ll just get
your hook stuck again.”
She looked at her husband and threw her pole on the ground. “I don’t even like
fishing!” she shouted at him.
She trudged back to the golf cart and sat down. Simon reeled in his line and
followed her. He sat down and pulled the bowl out, taking a few continuous hits. She
could smell it even in the humidity.
“Why did you come then?”
“I don’t know.”
Simon wiped the sweat off his forehead.
“Did you do that when my dad was with you?” she asked, directing her eyes to
the bowl.
“Oh yeah, we toked up lots of times. You want some?”
“I wish you wouldn’t do it. It messes up your semen.”
“My what?”
“Your sperm count. What you make babies with.”
“I don’t think that’s true. How are there so many teen dads then? They all smoke
pot.”
“No really. It makes your semen swim really fast and then they get worn out and
can’t make it all the way to the egg.”
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Simon thought about this for a moment and then once again offered the bowl to
his wife. This time she accepted and took a hit.
“Should I load another?”

AT THE HOUSE, they took off their muddy shoes on the back porch. Simon
went in the house, scrounging for a snack. Bethany hosed down her rain boots and
Simon’s sandals, like her father would have done. She found herself annoyed that Simon
did not think of this, did not remember those simple things that her father did, did not
assume that role now that his father-in-law was dead. Before she finished washing the
shoes, her mother slipped her head out of the door and said, “Your lunch is getting cold.”
Bethany followed her in to find the island loaded with serving dishes filled with green
beans, hashbrown casserole, rolls, fried chicken, and pear salad. Simon stood above the
hashbrown casserole picking off golden corn flakes and crunching them in his mouth.
“I thought you were packing,” she said.
“I can pack later,” Joanna said. “Make yourself a plate.”
Although she was not hungry, Bethany spooned the food onto her plate, thinking
about the weight her mother had gained since the accident. These big meals were
common when family came over, but in between these visits, her mother usually counted
calories and attended Weight Watcher’s meetings. She would eat one small can of
sardines with hot sauce every day for weeks, and she walked. She left the house early in
the mornings and walked from one end of the neighborhood to the other. Her weight had
always fluctuated, but Bethany never remembered her being this big, the width of her
floral apron not reaching the sides of her hips, her neck and face full and red. Bethany

107

watched her mother make a plate, and she noticed that the servings were normal, no
bigger than her own and much smaller than Simon’s heaping servings of hashbrown
casserole. She wondered what her mother was eating during the week. Was she still
fixing meals big enough for two?
“Did you catch anything?” Joanna asked.
“I got one nice bass. Beth hooked a tree.”
“Your father would be proud,” Joanna replied.
“Can you really not catch the grass carp?” Bethany asked.
“I’m sure you could. We just had the wrong bait. They are vegetarians.”
“I bet they’d be tasty then, but I guess we would have to throw it back anyway.
What kind of bait would you use?”
“I dunno,” Simon said, mouth full. “Maybe some corn or those little tomatoes.”
“Does anyone fish for them, specifically, I mean?” she asked.
“I doubt it. Most people see them as a nuisance. Jerry called them weed eaters
because they help with the water or something.”
Bethany had not been successful avoiding the topic of her father lately. It wasn’t
that she didn’t want to talk about him, but she was trying to assimilate her mother into a
life without him. Perhaps then her mother could start dating again at some point.
“Daddy loved to fish. That was his favorite thing about this place,” Joanna said.
“It’s a shame you are moving out,” Simon said. “Especially whenever we have a
kid, would be nice for them to run around out here, teach ‘em to fish.”
“Does that mean you are thinking about having kids soon?” Joanna asked.
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Simon didn’t answer her, but instead looked at Bethany, unsure. Bethany didn’t
realize what was happening at first, still thinking about her mother’s weight and if she
would ever date again, and she expected Simon to provide the usual denial, but when he
didn’t, she knew it was too late. Her mother knew.
“Are you pregnant?” Joanna asked excitedly, also realizing the absence of the
usual response.
“Sorry, Beth,” Simon said. “I thought you had talked to her.”
“Oh my God,” Joanna began to mutter continuously.
“Mom. No. I’m not pregnant. We have just been talking about it.”
“Talking about it isn’t really how it happens,” Joanna said, jumping up from the
table and clearing away dishes.
“Okay. I guess we are trying.”
“So you’re off the pill?”
“Mom! Good Lord.”
The look her mother gave her on her way to the sink prompted Bethany to
respond.
“Yes. I’m off the pill.”
“Have you talked to your doctor yet? You really should talk to him first. There
are so many different factors. What about maternity leave? Have you told your boss?”
Bethany dropped her head into her hand and glared at Simon. The “I’m sorry”
that he mouthed to her held little weight as he got up and turned on the television clicking
through the channels until he found a golf game. Joanna continued with questions and
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advice ranging from the practical ones about money and which room would be the
nursery to the inappropriate suggestions of the best sexual positions for conception.
“Mom, where the hell do you get this stuff from?” Bethany said, glad Simon was
sucked into his golf game and not listening.
“What? You don’t read the internet? Anyway, I know you may think this is too
early, but you should probably start thinking about the private schools in town. It wasn’t
as big of a deal when we put you guys in, but now they have waiting lists.”
“Mom,” Bethany said calmly, knowing she had to be careful in how she formed
her words, not wanting her emotions to bubble to the surface. “We aren’t even pregnant
yet, but when and if we do get pregnant—”
“Oh don’t say if—”
“Mom. What I’m trying to say is our baby will be ours. I know the decisions we
will have to make, and we will make them. For ourselves.”
“I know you will honey, but I just don’t think you have thought about everything
yet.”
“Mom.”
“Fine. I’ll back off.”
“I didn’t mean it like that. I just mean—we aren’t even pregnant yet, Mom.”
“That’s okay. You will get pregnant, and until then you can spend that time
planning. You should really paint that extra bedroom something other than red. Babies
don’t like bright colors.”
At five, Bethany knocked on her mother’s bedroom door. Bethany had already
showered and straightened her hair. She gave herself extra time to get ready for the
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Biscuit’s baseball game because she knew she would see someone there, a coworker, or a
high school friend. She hated looking sloppy when she ran into acquaintances, which
was probably why she spent so much money on clothes. Not just looking put together,
but wearing something that other people would notice, that was important to Bethany. It
was power. She didn’t care at all about baseball, but she knew there would be people
there, and right now everyone would speak to her, out of that southern etiquette of
obligation. With her mother there, it would be even worse, people she barely knew
giving their condolences, people who didn’t realize what she had become as an adult (an
established lawyer, a member of the junior league, a junior member on the board of the
Montgomery Ballet) and those people would simply see her as her mother’s daughter, the
daughter of the man who tragically died in a suspicious car crash. Her appearance was
her only source of power. One hair out of place or shadows under her eyes, and they
would say, “Look how it is affecting her. Poor thing. Bless her heart.”
“Mom?” Bethany said, opening the door a crack to see her mother resting on top
of her floral comforter with three pillows propped behind her neck. “Are you asleep?”
“No. I was just taking a little neck nap.”
“Do you still want to go to the game? Simon’s taking a shower.”
“Would it be horrible if I stayed in? I have had such a big day. I packed all of
those boxes and cooked all that lunch and cleaned the kitchen and did two loads of
laundry.”
“Don’t you want to get out of the house? See people.”
“Not really. I got out last night.”
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“Is this because of what I said earlier? I want your input. I really do. I just wasn’t
ready for it yet.”
Joanna laughed. “No. I just really don’t want to go out. I’m so tired. You know
me. I’m a homebody. I’d never leave the house if I didn’t have to.”
“But when do you have to?”
“Not for a baseball game.”
“Come on, Mom. It would be good for you.”
“What would be good for me is some peace and quiet. I still have some chores to
catch up on. Why do you care anyway? Go have fun with your friends. It will be all
young people there anyway.”
“Mom, I know that you and Dad never went out much, and that was fine when
you had each other, but I don’t want you to get too accustomed to being alone. Some
things are going to have to change… just because that’s what happens.”
“Bethany, I just lost my husband. I am moving in with Maggie and that is a big
change and I won’t be alone anymore, so you girls can stop worrying, but I don’t have
any desire to go to a damn baseball game and see a bunch of titted-up society women
who wouldn’t speak to me for any other reason except to say, ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’
Just because Daddy is dead doesn’t mean I’m going to suddenly act twenty years younger
and change my life. My life is the way it is because I like it that way.”
Although all of this made sense to Bethany and somewhere inside her she was
proud of her mother for being stubborn in her ways and for hating those women, this
speech still hurt Bethany. It made her feel as if her way of coping with her father’s death
was fake, as if she wasn’t grieving properly, wasn’t lolling about in the bed and
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mourning. Because of this hurt, she responded in a way most familiar to her when
fighting with her mother: like a child.
“Fine, Mom. We will go to the damn baseball game by ourselves. But you said it
was my weekend, but it feels more like yours. Don’t you think about how we are dealing
with this? Do you think I want to talk to those people either? Enjoy your nap.”
Bethany slammed the bedroom door and marched to the guest bedroom in time to
find her husband in a towel, holding up a pair of pants. She finished dressing and didn’t
speak to him, although she knew he was curious, until they got in the car.
“Your mom’s not coming?” Simon asked.
“What do you think?” Bethany said.
“Hey, don’t get mad at me,” Simon said.
“Sorry, she just makes me so mad. I will never be like her. It’s like she just gave
up.”
“You mean because she gained weight?”
“No, although that too. I’m glad someone else noticed. I mean a long time ago.
She is such a hypocrite, acting like all this stuff we did as kids was important, going to
the right private school, going to church every Sunday, when she never went. Then once
we left, it was like she didn’t care anymore. Her life solely revolved around her and dad.
They did everything together. He even went shopping with her. And they never went
out, except to that market down the street. And all that time together, look where that got
them.”
“Stop acting like that. You know you don’t believe that,” Simon said.
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“Yeah? I dunno. It could be true. She certainly drives me crazy. God, I hope my
kids never think of me like this.”
“Oh yeah. Sorry about that earlier,” Simon said. “I really thought you would have
told her.”
Bethany paused, calming down a bit.
“It is one of my great accomplishments in life when I resist telling my mother
something. Although it usually backfires.”
“It didn’t backfire. She just wants to help. We will want help when the baby
comes. Maybe we won’t have to pay for a nanny then.”
“A nanny?”
“Yeah, who else is going to watch the kid?” Simon asked. “You’re not quitting
your job.”
Bethany had not considered another woman raising her child, especially if that
woman was her own mother, as much as she loved her. She knew she wouldn’t have
much time off for maternity leave, but she hadn’t thought past that. She had imagined
Simon helping out, especially out of tax season. Why couldn’t she quit? She knew how
that conversation would go, and she didn’t want to relive it.
Once about six months into her first year at Boone Hamilton, Bethany seriously
considered quitting, enough to interview with the federal courts for a clerk position.
When she told Simon, he was angry with her. He told her that they relied on her income
for their lifestyle. They both wanted that lifestyle didn’t they? She replied with why
couldn’t he move up then? Work for an accounting firm that paid more? And he replied
with why did he have to be the one to make all the money. Why did it have to be that
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way? His reasoning made too much sense to her to ignore. What she had always loved
about him was that it didn’t bother him that she made more than he did. He wasn’t one of
those traditional conservative southern men like most of the others in Montgomery. Her
ambition impressed him, but she couldn’t help but ask him would you still have married
me if I hadn’t had this job secured in law school? And he told her no, maybe not. Maybe
they should have waited. She was sure that this response was in anger, to make a point,
but it still bothered her.
They were both so practical and she knew that, and they both wanted the same
things, a better lifestyle than they had growing up (a better one than even Simon had,
with a country club membership and a beach house), but for something like that to be so
important to Simon, to determine whether they would even have married, it scared her.
In her gut that fear was a heartbreaking pain, but in her mind, where her thoughts lived,
that fear sparked the notion that she might have made the wrong choice in marrying
Simon. Because she wouldn’t let herself feel the pain in her gut, she considered the idea
that she might have made the wrong choice to be the most devastating mistake possible.
She hoped deep inside her, in the first instance of her gut and her mind working together,
that she hadn’t decided to have a baby to prove to herself that her decision to marry
Simon was the right one.
“Mom would be a great nanny. You’re right,” she said.

ALTHOUGH MOST of the people in town had been embarrassed by the name of
their new baseball team, the renovated Montgomery Biscuits stadium redeemed the team
with clean seating and excellent vendors. In a small town like Montgomery, it was a
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worthy landmark. It sat downtown near the river, where the city had been working to
revitalize the area, with a new amphitheater, an expensive new hotel and conference
center, and several new bars and restaurants. Bethany even knew a few people who lived
in lofts downtown. Bethany had never regretted staying in Montgomery; she liked being
a big fish and hoped to be an even bigger one. Of course that meant that everyone would
know her business.
The baseball game was uneventful. Bethany never knew who was winning.
Fewer people spoke to her than she had imagined would. She saw the eyes on many
faces dart away as she looked their way. She wasn’t sure anymore where the power lay.
Still, she knew that she had not wasted an outfit on the outing. People were still looking
at her and judging. She was doing well. She was practically glowing, and soon she
would be pregnant and everyone would forget about the accident.
The next morning, Bethany and Simon loaded their car with their overnight bags
to drive back across town to their house. Bethany could get ready for church at her own
house. She didn’t ask her mother if she wanted to come. Bethany got in the driver’s seat,
waving goodbye to her mother who was dressed in her terrycloth bathrobe, standing on
the front porch. She drove faster than normal and turned the radio up while Simon
played on his phone. For longer than a moment, she thought about the young version of
herself from the home video, and she tried very hard to remember what it must have been
like to be her, the camera on, her father absorbed in her every action, fearlessly in love
with his child.
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A FEW days later when Maggie finally called, Bethany was ready to vent. She
pointed out how much weight their mother had gained, that she rarely left the house, that
she was snappy and unapologetic.
“I have so much to look forward to,” Maggie said.
“Sorry. I forgot about that. Maybe it will be good for her. Don’t think about it as
her helping you out, but you helping her out. Being an adult.”
“Perfect! That’s like my thing,” Maggie said. The conversation slowed, and
Maggie quickly jumped in before she lost her chance. “I’m sorry. About what I said the
other day. I didn’t mean it.”
“Whatever. It’s fine,” Bethany said. “What happened with Jude?”
“Well. I went home with him. I guess Simon told you that though. Is that okay? I
guess I also kind of forgot about you and him.”
“I’m married, Maggie,” Bethany said.
“I know. But sometimes, I mean I could see how it might bother me.”
“It’s fine,” Bethany said again. “Tell me what happened.”
And the sisters continued to talk as before, before Maggie had said what she did,
before Bethany had decided to get pregnant, before Jude, before Simon, before their
father died, before, when they were young and talking was simply talking. Although the
words were similar to ones of their youth, something had changed. Their words had
more purpose now, more awareness of the person on the other side, a need to convince
the other of something or prove something. Perhaps those motives had always been there
since they were little girls in front of their father’s camcorder, but now they were
suddenly aware of it. There was no more complete honesty.
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Chapter 6

ON A STEAMY Saturday in August, a large moving truck sat in front of
Maggie’s building at the Ski Lodge apartments, blocking two parking spaces, its shining
metal ramp propped over the curb.
“You got movers?” Bethany asked her mother, when she arrived to her sister’s
apartment.
“Of course I did. Did you expect me to move this furniture?”
“But, Mom, Simon could have done it. We could have asked his friends to help.
Isn’t this expensive?”
“No. It’s fine, Honey. Besides, I didn’t want to be a bother.”
“Mom, maybe we should sit down and talk about your financial situation. Simon
can help too. Selling the house will help, and I know you are working, but life may be a
little different now. I don’t want you to get in over your head.”
“You do not need to worry about my money, Bethany. Your father and I had
been meeting with our financial advisor for years, old Toothache. I’ve already met with
her twice since your father died. I know what I’m doing.”
“I just wish I knew what you were doing.”
“Bethany, you have enough to worry about. Any news yet?”
“Mom, please don’t ask me that every time I see you. You will be the first person
I call when I get pregnant.”
“I was watching this show on TLC about conceiving—”
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“Mom, please don’t give me any more sex advice. Look, there’s Maggie. Does
she know about this?”
Maggie pulled into the parking lot, slightly stunned by the moving truck and her
mother and sister standing on the sidewalk. She got out of her car, wearing her typical
work clothes, a polo shirt and khaki shorts, plus her Etnies. She hadn’t worn a different
pair of sneakers since that night with Jude.
“It’s hot as blue blazes out here,” she said, hearing her mother’s words come out
of her own mouth. “What are ya’ll doing here? I thought you weren’t moving in until
tomorrow.”
“I thought I’d surprise you,” Joanna said. “I didn’t want you to have to do any of
the work.”
“Sweet,” Maggie said. “So I don’t have to work or move tomorrow? Maybe I can
go out tonight.”
“Well, I thought maybe we could all go to dinner. Just the three of us. That’s why
I called Bethany.”
“You want to leave the house? I can’t believe it,” Bethany asked her mother.
“I’ll pay,” she replied.
“Mom, what’s going on?”
“I just want the three of us to go to dinner together. Is that so ridiculous?” Joanna
asked, raising her voice. One of the movers paused to listen while heaving a small
bedside table out of the truck.
“It’s fine, Mom. I’m just surprised is all,” Bethany said.
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A man with a clipboard approached Joanna. One of the other movers pulled
down the sliding back door of the truck with a long rope, and it slammed into the bottom,
shaking the entire vehicle.
“We’ve finished up inside if you would like to go check it out. Other than that
though, we’re done. I’ll need you to sign here and here.”
Joanna stayed with the man, while her daughters walked into the apartment to see
the new arrangement.
“You scared yet?” Bethany asked.
“To death,” Maggie replied.
“Really?”
“No. It won’t be so bad,” Maggie said. “I wish things had worked out a little
differently, like if I had a real job and could pay my own rent. Like if Dad wasn’t dead
and Mom had no reason to move out. But who knows, this might be good for me.”
“Huh. Well I’m a little surprised. I thought I’d have to tie you down kicking and
screaming when this finally happened.”
“Yeah. I dunno. I just worry about her.”
“Me too, but I’m glad it’s you and not me.”
“Thanks a lot,” Maggie replied.
The door to the apartment was standing open with a phonebook holding it in
place. Maggie noticed some dirt on the carpet left by the movers. Her mother would be
angry when she saw it. Having this thought, Maggie realized that up until that very
moment, she should be the one who was angry. This was her apartment. At least it had
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been until now. How quickly the ownership changed. The rooms, the carpet, Maggie’s
thoughts, all released to her mother.
“Well, this looks better than the way what’s-her-name had it. And better than
empty,” Bethany said.
Maggie had a roommate for a little less than a year. An acquaintance from college
who left to move in with her boyfriend, before the rental contract was up, but since only
Maggie’s name was on it, plus her father as the cosigner, she couldn’t stop her from
leaving. How little that paper was worth now, Maggie thought, with the signatures of a
wage worker and a dead man.
The room did look better. It was nice to have it full, no longer an empty room of
carpet with a constantly closed door. Plus, her mother had added her couch and chairs to
the living room, where only a futon had been. The familiar furniture did not make the
apartment feel like home. Instead it felt like company was staying over, perpetually.
“Where’s the rest of it?” Bethany asked her mother who had just walked in the
door.
“Well, it all couldn’t fit in here,” Joanna said.
“Yeah, but what are you doing with it?”
“I’m going to sell out. Have a big estate sale or something, before I sell the
house.”
“Well let me know when you do it. Simon and I can come help.”
“You two have your own work to do,” Joanna said, patting her daughter on the
shoulder. “But, of course if it feels like work, you probably aren’t doing it right.”
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Bethany avoided her sister’s shocked expression of realization that their mother
knew about the baby plans, and she also ignored her mother’s vulgar comment. “Here. I
can unpack these boxes while you guys get ready for dinner,” she said.
Bethany began to slide open-scissors through the silver tape covering each small
cardboard box labeled “Kitchen” in black marker, while her mother gathered some things
and headed to her newly furnished room. Maggie had not yet moved from her spot in the
living room.
“You told Mom?” Maggie asked.
Bethany said nothing. She opened the flaps of a box and pulled out her mother’s
thirty-year-old Saladmaster cookware.
“You told Mom you were trying to get pregnant?” Maggie asked again.
“Yes. Well actually Simon told her. But yes.”
“Why?” she asked in desperation, imagining such a notion to be unfathomable.
She suddenly felt betrayed, having always imagined that the bond between them was
stronger than the one between Bethany and her mother, that they shared secrets.
“What do you mean why? She’s our mother. She’s going to find out sooner or
later.”
“I just can’t believe you told her. You’re never going to get her off your back
now. I thought I was about to have it bad.”
“Look. It’s not a big deal. It could take months to get pregnant.”
“Not a big deal? It’s a huge fucking deal,” Maggie shouted.
“Maggie. Stop it. You’re going to start a fight before Mom even unpacks her
things?”
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“Well, I’m not starting a fight with her; I’m starting one with you. Why are you
doing this anyway? Why now?”
“What the hell is your problem, Maggie? I know how you feel about me having
kids, and guess what? It’s not your decision to make.”
“I didn’t mean that. I was drunk and being stupid. I apologized. I just mean why
the hell do you want to have kids now? You have never talked about it before. Your job
always came first as much as I know you hated it. Are you just going to throw it away to
have a stupid baby? Is this because of Dad?”
“What do you know about it, Maggie? I’m twenty-nine. I can have goddamn
baby. Everyone I know already has babies or is at least pregnant. Yes, it would have
been nice for Dad to be around, but he’s not. At least Mom is around, and it’s not like
you are going to have one anytime soon, unless it’s a mistake.”
“I’m not going to get pregnant.”
“Oh, wait that’s right. Jude can’t keep his dick up.”
“Fuck you, Bethany. At least I’m not getting pregnant just because I can’t fix
everything. Dad’s gone and our lives are all fucked up. A baby is not going to fix that.”
“Magdalene,” Joanna yelled from her bathroom. “I’m out of the shower. Should
be some hot water left though.”
The daughters said nothing.
“Maggie? Did you hear me?”
“She heard you, Mom,” Bethany yelled.
“Good. I made reservations at Jubilee for seven.”
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“I’m going. I’m going,” Maggie yelled back, before her mother could continue
with the directions.

IN HER newly furnished bedroom, Joanna fumbled through her monogrammed
overnight bag for her hairdryer. She would have liked to have everything unpacked. She
wanted to make up her bed and vacuum the carpet that had probably not been cleaned
since Maggie’s old roommate moved out, but she also wanted to start out this new living
situation on the right foot. She would take her daughters to dinner. She could set up
some boundaries with Maggie, just so she wouldn’t get in her way or bother her too
much. She had even resolved to work out of the Starbucks down the street, just so
Maggie could have the apartment to herself during the mornings. This would all work
out. At least for now. Later, maybe she could just give all the life insurance money to
Bethany and Maggie. Let them deal with it. Bethany would hate it though. She would
worry that people would find out, that they would wonder. They couldn’t question it any
more than Joanna herself had, every night, almost every moment since she met with old
Toothache, whose name no longer seemed appropriate. The guilt Joanna felt was
unbearable. She lost her husband to a tragic accident and yet she was going to receive a
million dollars. An award. For what?
Maybe she could just put the money in the bank, set up a trust for Bethany’s baby,
for her grandchildren. Why did anyone have to know? The only thing that worried
Joanna more than the money and her guilt over her husband’s death was her children.
Sitting up there alone in the big house she had built with Jerry, it was killing her, just like
her daughters thought, but not for the reasons they expected. Here with Maggie, her
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mind would be occupied. She could cook dinner every night, like she used to. She could
do the laundry and clean the apartment. Maybe the paper would even be able to give her
an office, like they talked about when she first got the job. Joanna was going to make
this work, at least until Maggie got on her feet, until she found someone like Simon.
They would get through this together. The three Creighton women. They could make it.

IN THE kitchen, Bethany was having trouble finding cabinet space for all of her
mother’s pots and pans. Maggie surprisingly had several dishes and pieces of cookware,
although none of them matched. She recognized things, some wooden salt and pepper
shakers, a stack of blue floral bowls, things she had given Maggie over the past few
years, had handed down to her. She obviously didn’t need them anymore. Bethany had
everything she could need, mostly from her wedding registry, and then also from her
slight addiction to shopping sales. No wonder Maggie had gotten by for so long on
nothing. Bethany was practically funding her sister’s existence with hand-me-down
clothes and home décor. Maggie had never liked to shop like Bethany, which was
probably why Maggie always looked like a slightly altered version of herself, half of her
wardrobe hand-picked by her sister and passed down when Bethany no longer wanted
them. Bethany picked up a red handheld mixer. It had been a gift from her mother-inlaw, but it didn’t match the other appliances Bethany had or the décor in her kitchen. She
gave it to Maggie and used some registry credit to buy a three hundred dollar Kitchen Aid
stand mixer in pistachio green. She had forgotten about the red mixer, long lost in her
mind of giveaways, but seeing it again made her glad it was here, being put to good use
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in her sister’s apartment. Her sister, who was going to find every way to get into her
head about this baby thing.
She had already made up her mind. Hadn’t she? She wanted to do this. She
wanted her life to slow down. Her father would have liked it. He loved children. He
practically gave up a better career to have her by deciding to stay in town to get his PhD
instead of taking one of the offers in another state. He had worried about how much she
hated her job. That first year he had talked her through many tear-filled mornings, telling
her it would be okay, that she could leave at anytime, but she never did. And now, three
years later, she had paid off almost half of her law school debt, had a beautiful house
filled with nice things, a country club membership, and a family that seemed to be
crumbling before her eyes. He would have supported this decision. This was always the
kind of thing he supported.
He was devastated when she dropped her last art course in college and decided to
minor in it instead of major. He believed that was her passion, the beautiful artwork she
worked on in high school that won awards at local competitions, the paintings she sold to
teachers and family friends, the work she did in college—pictures to hang in her house
that matched bedspreads or scenes from décor magazines. He always just wanted her to
be happy, to do what she loved, but no one can have happiness without resources.
Bethany believed that her father never understood that, giving up his life’s ambitions and
the more lucrative career path to raise a family. The small private school she and Maggie
went to now cost five times as much as it did when she graduated. Children needed
more, more than ever, and she didn’t want them to have to worry about student loans or
working part time while in school. She didn’t want them to have to worry about their
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parents like she had worried about hers. Bethany would probably not even consider
children if she had stuck with art or art history. A starving artist made for hungry
children.
Why did Maggie always get to her? Certainly, Maggie was just jealous. She was
so far behind the norm, working at the same job she had in college, dating a much older
guy who couldn’t commit. Bethany had it all, until the accident at least. She didn’t even
notice the looks or comments anymore, from women at the Junior League or people at the
grocery store. She was so used to it that she had automatic responses, in the same way
she always responded to “How are you?” with “Fine and yourself.” Her father’s death
had been reduced to a habitual greeting now.

WHEN MAGGIE and her mother finished getting ready, the three women came
together in the small apartment, each of them hurting for different reasons, but for
reasons that sprung from the same loss. Without Jerry Creighton, they were lost women,
missing the direction of someone who they never recognized to be their director during
his life. The only man in their family, who was often left out of trips to the mall and
girls-only vacations, who was not included in the daily telephone calls or the discussions
of holiday plans, yet he was the light that shone on their lives, making every moment
clearer. As the day got darker, Maggie, Bethany, and Joanna piled into the car and drove
to the restaurant to eat their supper.
At Jubilee Seafood, Maggie immediately recognized two guys at the bar, high
school classmates. She had no idea why they were there, assuming almost everyone from
high school had moved away. She darted her eyes away from them, hoping they hadn’t
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seen her. They were boys who would not have spoken to her in high school, yet she
knew things changed as adults. There was this unspoken obligation to say hello,
especially to people you would not have claimed as your friend in that different life. She
knew they must be home for a visit, for someone’s wedding or a party. Surely they
didn’t live here like her.
It didn’t have to be embarrassing to still live in Montgomery. Her sister did it
with great class and style, by joining the country club that they had never been members
of as children, and the Junior League, and by being known in the community for her
career and the charities she was involved with and the church she attended. Maggie had
done none of these things, afraid to commit to this place that she still dreamed of leaving
forever. At this point, she knew the two guys saw her, but she had traipsed off to a corner
table with her mother and sister, and she believed she was safe. They would have to
speak to all three of them if they spoke now, and that created a more complicated
greeting, with the condolences and all.
This wasn’t a rare interaction at Bud’s bar, in which she and they were both
intoxicated. On those rare occasions, she always felt like she had the upper-hand because
she knew all of the bartenders and the locals who frequented the bar every night, the type
of people who had not attended private schools. She usually avoided Bud’s on Christmas
and Thanksgiving when all of her classmates came back to town and re-inhabited the bar.
She was glad she had dressed for dinner, something she rarely did anymore unless
she was going to see Jude.
Maggie had to pull herself away from her thoughts, her desires to hide and flee at
the same time, because her mother was beginning a conversation with, “I’ve been
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wanting to tell ya’ll something,” and with the year they were having, it could have been
anything.
“I knew something was going on,” Bethany said.
“This isn’t about money. Please stop bringing that up. There are no problems
financially,” Joanna said, rather sternly.
“Jeez. Sorry, Mom,” Bethany said. “Just trying to help.”
Joanna forced herself to smile and began again.
“This is about Aunt Rena,” she said.
“Oh God, is everything okay?” Maggie asked.
“Yes. Of course. Nothing bad happened. Well not like what you think,” she
paused. “We aren’t talking right now.”
“What happened?” Bethany asked.
“Well, remember when Rena and Karen came over to help sort through some of
Daddy’s things?”
“I forgot ya’ll were doing that,” Maggie said.
“It was about a week after the Junior Miss pageant. I didn’t want to tell you
because I knew ya’ll were both busy and I didn’t want to worry you with everything
else…”
“Mom, why aren’t you talking to each other?”
Joanna paused and perused the menu, as if she didn’t know every item by heart.
“Rena went nuts,” she said matter-of-factly while peering down her nose through
reading glasses. “She just went crazy and said all of this stuff.”
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Joanna proceeded to explain to her daughters how her sister had yelled at her and
insinuated that she caused her husband’s death. She included every detail certain that
putting it all back together again would make the story make sense, but when she was
finished it just sounded stranger and made her angrier.
“I mean she said I should be medicated. If she only knew...” Joanna’s voice
trailed off into a gulp.
“But she didn’t,” Bethany said and reached around her mother’s shoulders.
Maggie asked, “If she only knew what?”
Bethany stopped rubbing her mother’s back and looked down, into the salad that
the waiter had brought.
“Knew what? What are you talking about?”
“Maggie,” Bethany said.
“What? There’s something else I don’t know then. You guys just love keeping
secrets from me. What the hell are you talking about, Mom?”
“Maggie, keep your voice down,” her mother said. “I’m sorry. I haven’t told you
yet. I only told Bethany because I had some questions about how this would affect the
accident and the investigation. Your father and I didn’t want to worry you girls.”
“Investigation,” Maggie muttered, suddenly understanding the severity of the
situation, having thought until that moment that these thoughts were only her family’s
paranoid delusions. Maggie squeezed her hands around her hairline, not saying anything
else to cause her mother to scold her again, but growing increasingly angry with the
situation and frightened by whatever had yet to be said.
“Your father was depressed.”
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“Okay?” Maggie said, looking from sister to mother for more information.
“He had been suffering from depression for a few months before the accident. He
was on some antidepressant medicine and of course at the time of the accident there were
questions as to how it affected his driving. It might have caused him to fall asleep at the
wheel.”
“Why wouldn’t you tell me this? That could explain everything. We wouldn’t
have had to worry about, well all of that stuff that Aunt Rena said to you, Mom.
Obviously, it wasn’t like that—”
“Maggie. He was depressed. He was suffering from depression diagnosed by a
psychiatrist. In many ways, the questions about the cause of the accident could find the
depression as support for either explanation. Sometimes the drugs make it worse, not
better. It wasn’t good news when the police found the antidepressants in his body, but it
wasn’t enough either. I didn’t want to tell you then, after all of it,” Joanna stuttered. She
was saying thoughts that had not been spoken aloud to anyone but the financial advisor,
and only then in words of affirmation and understanding.
“So you think he did it? You have known all along. Why are you telling us this?”
“God, no, Maggie. I do NOT think Daddy killed himself,” Joanna said, lowering
her voice to finish the sentence. “He was doing better. So much better. The fact that he
was on the way home from choir practice was so wonderful because he had stopped
going, even just to church, for a while there, but it was all getting better. We didn’t tell
you because we didn’t want you guys to worry. It was treatable. We were going to do
everything even if the pills didn’t work. And yes, there were times when I was scared
and wanted to tell you about it, but once he started getting better, I knew we had done the
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right thing, because it would have been so hard on ya’ll. It was so hard at first,” Joanna
slowed down, feeling the eyes around the restaurant looking her way. Softly she began
again, “He didn’t want you to worry. Someone like that wouldn’t—God, you know your
own father.” Joanna was suddenly angry. She folded and re-folded the napkin in her lap.
“Mom,” Bethany said. “It’s okay. No one should be faulted for asking these
questions. Not Maggie, not me, and definitely not you. But we all know the right
answer, now, if not always. There’s no reason to question it anymore. Rena doesn’t need
to know about the depression. That was some really shitty stuff she said to you. When
she realizes it, I am sure she will apologize. But, you don’t need to worry about that now.
It’s all out in the open. We can all breathe now.”
When Bethany finished talking, there was an interminable silence. All the women
did was breathe and eat their salads and drink their teas. Bethany suddenly felt the weight
of her family resting on her. She had known about the depression before Maggie because
her mother knew this was how Maggie would respond. As her mother slowly unloaded
some of the responsibilities, by moving in with Maggie, and hopefully by coming to
Bethany for advice and help with money, Bethany would be in charge. She would be
creating the new addition to their family. She would be holding everything together. She
felt capable, more capable than she believed her mother or sister to be, and perhaps just
as capable if not more than her father had been, but that wasn’t a good feeling. It was a
heavy, like the weight of someone’s life resting in her lap.
Joanna was horrified that she had just had this discussion at Jubilee. She had seen
those boys from Maggie’s high school at the bar. She had also seen the lady that owned
that antique jewelry store on Vaughn Road and someone she recognized from a local
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television commercial. She had just wanted to tell her daughters about Rena. She wanted
to get rid of some of that anger and have them agree with her and maybe even fight for
her.
Jerry would have done that. He might have called Bo and talked to him, tried to
figure it all out, but what could her girls do? Despite Bethany’s understanding, Joanna
still felt uneasy about the fight with Rena. She was very angry, but was scared that the
anger was there because she feared that Rena was right. She wasn’t sure about what part
though. Maggie was so angry about the depression. She knew she should have told her
sooner. She was surprised Bethany hadn’t already told her. Was Maggie mad because
she believed her father killed himself? Could she blame her own mother? Rena’s blame
made Joanna angry, but the thought that her own daughter blamed her, made Joanna’s
heart drop. She suddenly feared going home to her bed in her daughter’s apartment.
What had she done? If this was the response to the depression, how would the girls
respond to the money and the letter? Joanna didn’t want to find out.
Maggie’s mind raced with questions and memories from the past year. She had
sense something was going on with her father. But, how had her father been depressed
and she had not known it? She realized that her mother was having a huge fight with her
only sister and Maggie had not known it. If it was the week after the pageant, Maggie
had probably talked to her on the phone soon after it happened. She had known nothing
all summer.
How could her parents keep something like this from her? It was like looking
through a photo album of them when they were very young and not knowing who they
were. Her parents had had lives before she existed. Long, full lives with their own
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parents and brothers and sisters and friends. There had been other boyfriends and
girlfriends. It was horrifying when she first realized this as a teenager, when she realized
she had not always been the center of her parents’ lives, but of course all of that changed
when she was born, she believed. Her mother gave her no reason to believe otherwise.
Her mother was often more attentive to her children than herself. She bought Bethany
and Maggie designer dresses for their school dances, when she herself rarely bought new
clothes. When she did buy something for herself, she put it under the Christmas tree and
said it was from them. Her mother packed her lunch until the very last day of high
school, and Maggie only learned how to wash clothes when she went to college and lived
in the dorm, yet she still brought most of her laundry home to her mother. How was it
possible that this woman had a secret this big from her own daughter? She must have
called her mother at least every few days during those months before her father’s death.
What had she been doing on the other side of the phone? Sorting out medicine for her
husband? Suffering alone while he couldn’t get out of the bed, while he couldn’t enjoy a
movie or food or anything? How did her parents have a life without her, a life that could
bear so much suffering without her to help carry the weight?
Yes, she now blamed her mother. She blamed her for not telling her about it. She
blamed her for not being enough to save him from it. She blamed her for treating him the
same way she treated her own children, doing too much for them, and taking away the
motivation to do anything for themselves. Unfortunately, underneath all of this blame and
anger, there was guilt that Maggie could not recognize. There was guilt over her father’s
death, for not being able to save him herself, and the stronger it was, the more she
covered it up with blame and anger for her mother, piling it up, more and more.
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Chapter 7

WITHIN ONLY a few months, Maggie’s apartment had been transformed into a
home, her home, strangely enough. Her mother had only brought with her a few things,
what filled her bedroom, and what furniture was needed to make the living room
comfortable. Maggie already had her bedroom furniture from her childhood and a cheap
kitchen table that sat in the dining room because the kitchen was too small for it to fit.
Her mother told Maggie that she sold the rest of her stuff in an estate sale, told her after
the fact, to prevent Maggie or Bethany or Simon from trying to help when they should be
doing other things, their own things. Maggie thought about some of the stuff that filled
her parent’s house. Although most of it had been relatively new and had no sentimental
value to her, the furniture was still very nice and expensive, bought once her parents
moved into the new house outside of town. Her mother had so carefully picked it out,
and then slowly bought new art to match, and decorative plates to place in wrought iron
racks, and small knick-knacks to place on tables and chests, such as the lamb figurine and
the teapot lamp. Maggie worried about how easy it had been for her mother to get rid of
it all, imagining this new living arrangement as permanent.
It wasn’t long before her mother began to fill up the apartment with new items,
things that surprised Maggie because she had seen them in a store and pointed them out
to her mother, yet they did not match her mother’s furniture or her taste. It gave the
apartment a very eclectic feel, with the mixture of her mother’s bright floral sofa and
chairs, the assorted hand-me-downs from her sister, and the choice items that Maggie had
picked out and that had been bought for her by her mother.
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It began when her mother bought her a coffee table at a flea market, made from an
old window, painted turquoise. When it appeared in the living room, a few days after
they had been to the market, Maggie was stunned. She distinctly remembered pointing
out the piece of furniture and saying she liked it, but her mother had frowned and
continued looking at some antique china.
“Mom, why did you get this?” she asked her mother, expecting it to be an early
birthday present.
“We needed a coffee table. I know you liked this one.”
“But how did you get it in here?”
“There were some guys outside of their apartment when I pulled up with it. They
helped me. They were pretty cute. You should introduce yourself sometime.”
Next, her mother had two bookshelves shipped from Ikea and a very expensive
natural wood buffet from Pottery Barn, that Maggie insisted they didn’t even need,
without avail. Maggie decided that her mother felt guilty for moving in with her
daughter, that the money came from the sale she made of her own furniture and then the
house, another development that Maggie was made aware of after the fact. Although
Maggie liked all of the new things and enjoyed this strange admiration of her own taste,
so different from her mother’s and sister’s, a style that hadn’t even existed until recently,
she felt overwhelmingly guilty for all of it and felt like it wasn’t hers. She wished the
furniture and décor were ones that her mother liked, reaffirming that it was hers, her
mother who had bought it.
The way it was, though, made Maggie feel like her mother was stealing
something from her, an ownership of taste, by simply buying things that Maggie liked
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and giving them to her. When her mother came home with a thousand-dollar piece of art
to hang above the sofa, a painting that Maggie had eyed from outside an art gallery, while
walking to lunch, Maggie decided she needed to end it.
“Mom, you can’t do this anymore.”
“Do what? I thought you liked this painting.”
“I do, but you can’t keep buying stuff for the apartment. I need to buy my own
stuff, and you need to buy your own stuff. It’s your apartment too. And I’m not sure you
should be spending all of this money. That painting was a lot of money.”
“I got a deal—“
“Mom.”
Somehow Maggie convinced her mother to stop, although Maggie tested her
several times, deliberately pointing out things she liked that were more of her mother’s
taste than hers, hoping that her mother wouldn’t buy it, but accepting that even if she did,
at least it would be something her mother liked too. Joanna stopped the shopping though.
She didn’t buy anything extravagant or unneeded, that is until Maggie walked into her
apartment the day before Thanksgiving. She came home from work to find yellow mums
outside the front door of her apartment with a new welcome mat, their apartment
decorated with “pilgrims and Indians” napkins and window stickers, a fresh bouquet of
orange dahlias in a cornucopia on the dining room table, and her mother with her arm up
to her elbow inside a massive turkey.
“Surprise!” Joanna said to her daughter.
“What the hell?” Maggie said.
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“We are doing Thanksgiving here. I thought Bethany needed a break with
everything she is working on, and you never get to do it at your place. I think it will be
fun. Simon and Beth are coming around ten, so I have to get this thing in the oven to
roast overnight.”
Maggie’s family had always celebrated Thanksgiving, but usually with a small
game hen or a precooked turkey, and sometimes only the chicken breasts that her mother
cooked into the dressing. They didn’t need a turkey that big. Maggie wasn’t even sure
that turkey could fit in their oven.
“You sure you know what you are doing?”
“Sure. You want to help?”
“Not really.”
Joanna turned to her daughter exposing a look of sincere disappointment. Maggie
had vowed not to get in the kitchen with her mother or sister since last Christmas when
they tried to cook Christmas brunch together. Her mother followed behind her to make
sure all of the measurements were exact, and Bethany re-chopped Maggie’s parsley and
insisted that she use a real whisk instead of a fork. When Maggie pointed out that the
whisk they had wasn’t even a real whisk because it was an attachment for a mixer, the
real fight began.
“I’m sorry, Mom. I just kind of have plans tonight.”
“I wish you would tell me what you are doing all the time. I know I should stay
out of your business, but it’s hard when I live here and can hear you coming in after
midnight.”
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“I’m just going out to meet some people from work,” Maggie lied. Although her
mother technically knew about Jude, that he existed, that Maggie liked him, and that
sometimes they went out together, especially with Simon and Bethany, Maggie didn’t
want her mother to know too much. Her mother had a way of stopping her relationships
before they even started. In high school, her mother kept a family calendar on the kitchen
fridge, just like she did presently, but what was written on it wasn’t just her family’s
schedules. When a boy that Maggie liked came over, he saw his name multiple times on
the calendar where her mother had written, “Maggie has a date with Blaine.” He never
called Maggie again.

WHILE MAGGIE got ready to see Jude, her mother continued to prepare for the
Thanksgiving meal. Joanna was running on a high. She felt in control again. Her busy
life did not give her time to think. The first couple of weeks living with Maggie had been
very hard. She felt like she was always in the way. She wanted to take care of Maggie
again, to do something that validated her presence. Although Maggie never turned down
a home cooked meal, their living situation didn’t feel like a family. Whenever Joanna sat
down to watch the news, Maggie immediately went into her room to watch something
else. Maggie wanted to split up the chores, telling her mother after every load of dishes
or trip to the garbage can, “I’ll get it next time, Mom.”
They were roommates.
When Jerry was alive, Joanna did all of the household chores except for mowing
the lawn. Had she left for more than a few days, the house would have fallen apart
without her. Jerry needed her, and she liked it that way. He hadn’t always let her do
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everything for him. When she first met him, he was the organized one, the one who made
list after list, the one who typed up a chart to match his ties to his suits, and she was the
one rarely organized, always frazzled and messy. He was clean, his ears shining, and he
always wore pants with an ironed crease. She wanted to be around him all the time in the
beginning; she expected to spend every weekend together, every date night. Every day
when she left the dentist office where she worked, she waited for his call. She tried to
plan dinners and outings just so they had to be together.
He wasn’t as available though.
Then he said something to her about it, and so she decided to look for a hobby,
something that would give him space. She started a ballet class with one of her
coworkers. A room full of younger women, slim women who had danced in high school,
who could lift their legs to the bar without stress, women who were comfortable in sheer
tights and leotards, women like her coworker it turned out. Joanna lasted through one
class. She never told Jerry. She didn’t want a hobby; she wanted him.
Then one day she arrived at his apartment, to surprise him with groceries to cook
dinner. He was in the pool with a tan little Spanish girl that he knew from grad school. Of
course they weren’t kissing or even touching, just swimming. Nonetheless, she lost it. It
took him three days to convince her that he wanted to be with her and no one else, and it
never happened again, not one questionable moment in thirty years of marriage.
Looking back, Joanna could not believe Jerry was being honest, maybe about the
girl, but not about the commitment. She didn’t understand why he decided to commit
himself to her, why any man ever committed to a woman. She thought that they all just
wanted freedom and promiscuity, that they only settled down out of necessity,
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inevitability. Although he was committed after that, she found ways to fill her time, so
that she was never in that position again.
She acquired an addiction to the clean polished floors, the soft sheets washed
weekly, and the toilets and sinks without a toothpaste stain or single stray hair in sight.
She needed a clean house to feel secure, and it was the best form of productivity with the
quickest most noticeable results.
She was also a great gift giver because she spent hours at the stores browsing and
getting ideas. She knew all of the trends even when the girls had left, and she could pick
out exactly what her nieces and nephews wanted for Christmas, what they couldn’t live
without, what everyone at school had. Picking out a new piece of furniture, even a small
rack for the bathroom towels, could take a month of shopping, looking for deals, looking
for options. While the girls were in school, her life revolved around their schedules,
making lunches, taking them to youth group events or play practice, going to PTA
meetings. Her garden was an immaculate grid of colors. And this was how she filled her
time.
Eventually through years of marriage, Joanna and Jerry seemed to switch roles;
she became the busy one, and Jerry was the one who always wanted to be with her, was
dependant on her. He followed her on shopping trips with the girls. He looked for chores
that she could give to him to do. He had few hobbies other than singing in the choir. He
didn’t golf. He didn’t hunt. He didn’t enjoy sporting events. Together, they became so
insular. His only time away from her was when he went to church, and she grew to look
forward to that time. Although most of her days were spent by herself, they were filled
with cooking and cleaning and errand running, but a night when Jerry was at choir
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practice, Joanna could microwave a TV dinner and watch American Idol or Dancing with
Stars and not feel guilty that she should be doing something else.
Bethany got a maid when she was first picked up at the law firm, and she asked
her mother how she could always be busy when she only worked at home; her maid had
everything done in three hours twice a month. But there was always something for
Joanna to do. Of course, life had slowed down a bit since the girls left, but then they
started building the new house. After that, she had Bethany’s wedding to plan. It was
really only in the last couple of years that she started having free time, time to read
books, work on puzzles, time to plant that sweet bay in the yard, time to go through boxes
of old photos, clean out the girls’ old wardrobes, and sort through holiday decorations to
divvy up between them. And then Jerry got sick.
The depression gave her something else to do. She researched the medications,
electroshock therapy, natural remedies such as regular exercise and yoga. She would beat
this disease with lists and calendars. The more organized she got and the more control
she had, the worse he seemed to get. By the time he was diagnosed with depression, he
was completely dependent on her. She had made him physically immobile. And she
knew it. He had become her, standing in front of that pool, and she was swimming with
someone else, with independence, with the ability to go on without him.
Standing alone in her daughter’s small apartment kitchen, trying to fit an
oversized turkey into the oven, she knew it was all a lie. She had never been able to live
without him. She hid in housework, in her children’s lives, in her organization, trying to
pretend that there were other things more important to her than him, all to create an
illusion that would make him want her more. How could that have been love? The kind
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of love where no one else and nothing else existed, where she and Jerry depended on
each other for all nourishment of their souls, where they could let themselves lose friends,
lose connections, lose relationships with other people just because those relationships
couldn’t compare to theirs. How could love leave her with absolutely nothing?
She would never be able to fill the other missing half of herself, and it wasn’t a
beautiful metaphor; it was horrifying. Perhaps if she had told someone. Perhaps if he had
more outlets, other people to talk to, other ways of coping… She had trapped him. She
was the only thing he relied on, and she couldn’t fix it. She would have given it all up,
their closeness, his need for her, as good as it made her feel. She would have pushed him
away some, let others have more of his time, let him be independent, let him be alone, if
that would bring him back. She wouldn’t mind competing for his time now, if he was
still alive. She wouldn’t mind being only a quarter of his heart or less, if he could just fill
her missing half, remove the lump in her throat, the pain in her heart, the fear in her mind.
There was nothing to fix it, and she could do nothing but go on living half the life she had
before, and wake up every morning to look in the mirror and repeat “It’s not your fault”
until the words muddled her every desire to die.

MAGGIE DIDN’T know how similar her problems were to her mother’s. She
didn’t understand that although the fuzzy couple in bellbottoms leaning against a pine
tree in that old picture looked so different from her and from the present, those people
were the same. People had been the same for most of humanity’s existence. People just
wanted to be loved.
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Maggie wanted to seem unavailable to Jude. She wanted him to want her as much
as she wanted him, but on the rare occasion that he called her to hang out, she couldn’t
refuse him. What if she played hard-to-get and he stopped playing? He was taking her on
their first real date in the five months that she had been casually sleeping with him. It
had been Bethany’s idea.
“He should take you on a real date,” Bethany had told her. “Like Casa Napoli.
That’s where Simon took me on our first official date. We had been seeing each other for
a while before that, but you have to have a first date. Something to remember.”
Maggie knew that Bethany would tell Simon that suggestion and he would drop a
hint with Jude. Maggie believed things were about to speed up. In October, there had
been a wedding for one of Bethany’s friends. Jude’s invitation was only to him, no “and
guest.” Bethany overheard him drunkenly complain about it to the groom. Some of the
other unmarried men received “and guest” invitations. But, they were in relationships the
groom said. “I may be in a relationship soon,” Jude had said, and Maggie couldn’t
suppress her smile, as much as she wanted to, while hearing this from her sister, her sister
who had once dated this guy, and then chosen someone else.
She waited for him to ask her on a real date for several weeks, until he finally
called on that Wednesday to go see a movie. She spent two hours trying on clothes at her
apartment while her mother was in the kitchen. She didn’t want to dress up too much,
but she didn’t want to look boring either. She finally settled on jeans and a red tank top
before driving to his house to meet him. Another mistake she knew she was making, but
she couldn’t have him pick her up at the apartment that she shared with her mother. She
also liked having her car there; that made it easier to leave whenever she wanted without
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having to ask for a ride home. There was some sense of control in it, although she felt
absolutely helpless. When she arrived, he came out of the door without even letting her
in the house. They were late for the movie, she realized, because of her.
The movie was funny, a quirky comedy, the kind that she had to think about a
little too long before she laughed. Her only solace was that Jude laughed awkwardly too,
sometimes at things that she didn’t think were even funny, or perhaps didn’t understand.
He sat slumped down in his chair, one hand on his knee, while she sat straight up, palms
resting face up in her lap. It was just like those first dates she went on in middle school,
where she didn’t watch the movie, but instead sat waiting for her boyfriend to hold her
hand, for their small sweaty fingers to tangle together. But, of course, Jude did not grab
for her hand to hold. He was almost thirty, and they had been sleeping together for five
months. At several points during the movie, she wondered if he was even awake. When it
was over, they got up silently and left in his car. The only thing he said in the car, was
“That was pretty funny,” and she agreed.
Something had changed in the course of that first official date. Maggie was no
longer analyzing Jude’s every laugh or the way he said things. After the movie, as they
sat on an old leather couch in his den, his arm around her shoulders, she wasn’t
wondering “will we” or “won’t we.” She was wondering “why?”. In the multiple times
they had had sex, he had only been able to finish half of the time, but this no longer
bothered her. He always wanted to sleep with her, and this date proved that however slow
he was to do something about it, he wanted to be with her too. Maggie suddenly feared
that by making this relationship real, she might lose all interest. The cracking green tile
floor beneath her feet suddenly became more noticeable. The faint smell of stale beer, the
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stained carpet in the hallway, the threadbare leather couch, Jude’s bedroom in the light of
the morning.
She remembered how he put on nice clothes after that first night together, and
Simon made fun of him. When was the last time she had dressed up for herself? They
were putting on a show. She didn’t know him, and he didn’t know her. They hadn’t once
talked about the death of her father or what it was like living with her mom. She didn’t
know the names of any of his family members.
As he led her to his bedroom for the night, she resolved to sleep with someone
else soon, someone from work, maybe one of those guys from high school that she saw at
Jubilee. She needed some perspective. At midnight after an unsuccessful night in bed,
Maggie got up to leave. Jude pulled her arm and she could see his soft blond hair
smushed against the pillow, his eyes like slits.
“Where are you going?” he moaned.
“I’ve got to go. Tomorrow’s Thanksgiving.”
“Oh,” was all he could say.

WHILE MAGGIE was dressing to leave Jude’s, her mother was lying awake in
bed, worried about the next day’s meal. She wasn’t worried about the turkey, although
she didn’t expect it to turn out well. Instead she was thinking about a phone conversation
she had had with Bethany only hours before.
“Mom, I just went to the house,” her oldest daughter had said, before even saying
“hello.”
“What house? My house?”
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“Your house, Mom. The house that you have not sold. The house that still has all
of your stuff in it. There is no sign in the yard. In fact, it looks like someone is living
there, but you know what? No one is. You know how I know that? Because I went in.”
“What are you talking about, Bethany? Why were you at the house?”
“I wanted to drive by and see it. I wanted to see how it looked, see who was living
there. I was on that side of town anyway, and then I discovered that my mother is a huge
liar. What the hell is going on?”
“Don’t raise your voice with me. You don’t always have to know everything.”
“Mom! I still have a key to the house. I went in. Your stuff is there. Not just the
furniture and stuff, but there is food there and mail and papers and stuff. Is it yours? Are
you renting it and I just committed a crime by breaking and entering?”
“I’m not renting it. It’s my stuff.”
“Mom. Please just tell me the truth. I’m so…tired.”
Joanna sighed. “Can I tell you when you get here tomorrow? I already got in
trouble once for leaving Maggie out of the loop. I should probably tell everybody
everything at one time. Simon too.”
“Everything? Is there more? Is it bad?”
“No, honey. No. It’s not bad. It’s something though. I’ll see you tomorrow?”
Just after midnight, all three of the Creighton women were in their beds, all of
them awake with anxiety. Maggie was thinking of Jude, her obsession slowly fading and
making room for thoughts of her family, her future, her present. Joanna was rehearsing
how to tell her daughters the truth, about not selling the house, about the money. Bethany
was thinking of her mother’s secrets and her sister’s childishness, but mostly Bethany
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was thinking about the newest member of her family who she had just discovered to be
growing inside her during that week, by the prophetic talisman of a little pink stick.

THE NEXT day the family sat amongst the fragrance of autumn flowers and the
overflowing dishes of sweet potato casserole, fluffy dressing, and green bean casserole
with the fried onions covering all remnants of nutrition. The huge golden turkey sat in
the middle of the table, an homage to the changes in tradition since the past year,
pretending to be a replacement for Jerry Creighton, as if to say, we can not only get
through this, we can make it better. Maggie longed for the Thanksgiving when her
mother served microwaved turkey covered in brown gravy (hoping to pass it off for the
real thing) while they lived in a small apartment with a tiny kitchen, waiting for their new
house to be finished. That seemed more appropriate here. Bethany and Simon just wished
they were at their own home, in control of the meal, away from the awkward cohabitation
of an unstable grieving mother and a promiscuous, childish daughter. Joanna wasn’t
thinking about the turkey or the past Thanksgivings because to her they were nothing like
this one and they never would be the same again. She had bought everything she could
think of to try and brighten the holiday and hide what they all were feeling, and now she
was waiting for her daughter to bring up the conversation that might destroy happy
holidays forever. She was so tired of the truth, of sheltering her daughters from the pain
that was eating her inside.
“This all looks delicious, Mom. Thank you for doing this and to both of you for
having us over, but I’m dying to know what’s going on.”
“What do you mean?” Maggie asked.

148

“Mom?” Bethany asked again, waiting.
“Okay. This is really hard for me,” Joanna said. “I don’t usually keep secrets from
you girls.”
Maggie made a “psssshhhh” noise with her lips that made her sister glare at her
with a “not now” look.
“I know the accident was very hard on everyone. And then finding out about your
father’s bout with depression. But there is something else I need to tell you.”
“Are you pregnant?” Simon asked.
Bethany slapped her husband’s hand, something she never would have done
normally, but the weight of her curiosity mixed with a dread of the worst she could
imagine was making her reflexes jumpy.
After a smirk from Maggie and a short silence from Joanna, Bethany no longer
able to use words to pressure her mother to speak, Joanna began again.
“There’s some money,” she said, followed by a silence and confused looks from
the table.
“Mom. I don’t think we understand you,” Bethany said.
“An insurance policy. We had a life insurance policy, of course, but apparently
your father had taken out a second one, that I didn’t know about.”
“When?” Simon asked, understanding more clearly what his wife and sister-inlaw were unable to speculate.
“About a year ago. Around the time the depression started. It’s not what you
think, at least I don’t believe it is.”
“What do you mean ‘not what we think’? What are we thinking?” Maggie said.
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“The coincidence,” Simon filled in for his mother-in-law. “That he took out the
second policy right before the accident.”
Maggie understood. She sat there for a few moments, tearing apart a piece of
bread with her fingers.
“How do you keep coming up with this stuff, Mom?” Maggie said.
“Honey, please don’t be like that,” Joanna said.
“Don’t be like that?” Maggie said, her voice growing louder. “You keep telling us
not to believe that he killed himself, that he could never do that. And then you give us all
this crap, this evidence that should make us, should make anyone think otherwise. How
can we not believe it? How can anyone not believe it? I loved my father as much as any
of you, but how? How do we know? Maybe he killed himself just to get away from a
woman like you. Someone who would keep these kinds of secrets from her own
daughters.”
Maggie stood, pushing her chair back with a loud screech.
“Maggie, just stop it right now,” Bethany said, while her mother sat silently,
looking down at her plate of turkey. “You don’t mean any of that crap and you are just
making Mom upset. You haven’t even listened to her yet. You can’t keep looking for
someone to blame.” Bethany rose with Maggie as she finished talking and she threw her
napkin down, letting out a loud sigh.
“Honey,” Simon said, looking up at his wife and gently circling his fingers around
her arm. “Don’t you think you should sit down?” The two looked at each other for a long
moment, until he pulled her chair back and lifted her napkin from the seat. She sat down
and rested her head in her hand.
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Maggie remained standing confused by the interaction between her sister and
Simon, Simon who tried his best to stay silent during the more and more frequent
Creighton women disputes, Simon who never directed his wife anywhere or to do
anything, and her sister who would not have let him. Joanna noticed the anomaly as well.
“What’s going on?” Joanna asked them.
With her head in her hands, still looking down, Bethany let out a moan that
formed into the words, “We’re pregnant.”
Maggie fell to her seat and her mother clasped her hands together, a gleeful look
of relief forming on her face.
“Finally,” Bethany said, letting out a relenting laugh.
“This is great news,” Joanna began. “No really. What I’m telling you will help. It
really will.”
“That’s great, but what are you talking about, Mom?” Bethany said.
“The money,” Simon said, understanding.
“Yes,” Joanna answered. “The money. It’s a million dollars. With both of the
policies combined I mean. That’s why I still have the house and all of the stuff.”
“You haven’t sold the house?” Maggie said.
“Maggie, please,” her sister begged. “Mom, but what about the house? Everything
in it? Who’s been staying there?”
“Well, I have. I mean I have just been going there to work.”
“Hold on,” Maggie said. “Let me get this straight. You have all of this money.
You still have the house and all your stuff, and you go there every day. Why are you
here?”
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Bethany and her mother looked at each other and then down at their food that had
been forgotten before they had even begun. Bethany put a hand on her sister’s shoulder.
“What?” Maggie said, jerking her shoulder away. “I’m not a baby. You think I
can’t live alone. I need to live alone. Why won’t you let me grow up?”
“It’s not our fault,” Bethany said, hurt by the brush off. “Grown-ups have real
jobs.”
“Fuck you, Beth.”
“All right, all right. This is getting out of hand. I know you aren’t very happy with
me right now, Maggie, but all I have ever wanted is for you girls to be happy. I worry
about you, going out late at night with whoever you do. Then you lay in bed all morning
until work. You don’t seem happy. I didn’t want to just give you the rent money.”
“So you knew about all of this before you moved in?”
“Well, it wasn’t final.”
“What do you mean?” Bethany asked.
“There was an investigation.”
“Oh God,” Bethany said.
“They determined it was an accident, just like the police did, but they had to look
over some things first, and I didn’t want you guys to worry about it.”
“Who knows about this? Will people know?” Bethany said.
“Just Toothache. No one else has to know.”
“This could be a good thing,” Simon said. “It’s money. Who doesn’t want
money?”
Maggie stood up again. She stopped before she turned to leave.

152

“Well. Congratulations, Mom, for all your new money, and congratulations Beth
for the baby. We sure do have a shit-ton to be thankful for.” And with that, she walked to
her room and shut the door.
Bethany picked up her fork and pushed some food around on her plate. Simon
rubbed his chin. Joanna got up and took her plate into the kitchen. She stuck it in the
microwave and when it beeped off, she turned to the dining room, looking out over the
kitchen bar, into the carpeted expanse of mismatched furniture and harvest themed décor,
and said, “Turkey tastes like shit.”
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Chapter 8

ON CHRISTMAS Eve, Maggie Creighton stood in the shower. She was taking a
long one. It wasn’t the scrubbing or the rinsing that kept her in there for so long. It was
the warmth and the loneliness. She knew she was hiding.
“Magdalene—” her mother yelled. “We are meeting your sister at the church in
twenty minutes.”
Years ago her mother’s yell would have scared Maggie out of the shower, but at
twenty-five and as her roommate she let herself hover under the steady stream of heat for
a few more minutes. Her mother couldn’t get in there if she tried. It only took a few
months after the move for Maggie to start locking the bathroom door. The only thing that
could penetrate it was her mother’s shrill voice. The shower was the last lonely place in
the apartment, and Maggie longed to be lonely again. She sometimes stayed in there
until the water ran cold. It was where she thought about her life, her father’s death, Jude.
It was the only place she was ever truly naked, exposed. It was where she cried.
Unable to remember if she had put conditioner in her hair already, she squirted
some more into her hand and plopped it onto her scalp letting the water spread it down
the length of her hair. She rinsed and turned off the water. Her towel smelled old.
Despite the fog on the mirror, she could see the bright red splotches across her chest from
the hot water. She hoped they would disappear before she put on her red Christmas
dress. The thought of it set her going in a hurry to dress and dry her hair. She imagined
her mother in the other bathroom spraying her hair, and then ironing the pair of black
pants she wore everywhere, the only pair that would fit anymore.
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The apartment at Ski Lodge was inappropriately named, seeing as it sat on the
mountainless plain of the small southern city of Montgomery, Alabama, but it was large
enough for the both of them and had two bathrooms. It had been around since the 1970s
when Maggie’s mother had just moved to town. Joanna told her daughter that back then
they called it “Screw Lodge” because there were so many single people there,
cohabitating. She told her this before she ever moved in with her daughter. Thankfully
the apartment complex had been renovated several times or Maggie would have never
rented the place nor would her mother allowed it.
Joanna Creighton was taking up more space in the apartment with every day that
passed. She had always been plump, but since the accident Joanna stopped trying to lose
the weight. Because she lived in such close proximity to her, Maggie didn’t notice it for
a while, not until her sister pointed it out to her. Bethany was baffled that Maggie had not
seen the change, their mother ballooning into a bubble of herself. Not even the doctor’s
reprimands affected her. Joanna now blamed her weight for all her awkward social
interactions, which made going out in public difficult.
“Did you see that? That was Tammy Joe Dennis from the academy,” her mother
would say in the grocery store. “You would think we had never met.” Joanna would then
pull her pale blue sweater set closed, trying to cover her large bosoms and stomach.
Maggie knew the real affliction, what the people were actually avoiding, was the
death of her father. Joanna knew this too, but was tired of that excuse. She would rather
be the cause of the social scorn.

155

In some ways her father’s car crash had changed everything, but so much seemed
the same. Hadn’t her mother always felt awkward talking to neighbors? Didn’t she
always look for something or someone to blame?
“I’m starting the car,” her mother yelled from the kitchen.
“I’m ready,” Maggie yelled back.
Maggie gathered up her compact and lipstick and stuffed them in the brown
leather purse on the dresser. She looked at the purse for a moment. It didn’t match her
red dress, but she didn’t have time to find another. She imagined her sister in a new dress
with matching shoes. Bethany would notice the brown purse and so would her mother.
She grabbed it anyway, and shut her bedroom door behind her.
The evening was fairly chilly, even though it had been a warm day for Christmas
Eve. Her mother was sitting behind the wheel, when Maggie made it into the parking lot.
Maggie got in the passenger seat. Her mother rotated the mirrors and turned the heat on
her feet. Maggie looked at her hair in the visor mirror. It looked greasy. Too much
conditioner, she realized. She was surprised her mother hadn’t noticed. A young man in
blue plaid pajama pants walked a bag of trash past the car. Her mother sighed loudly.
“I’m so sorry you are here with me instead of out living your own life. You really
should be meeting guys and going to parties,” she said.
It was a mixture of guilt, worry, and expectation. A casserole of enabling
motherhood.
They hadn’t discussed the insurance money since Thanksgiving. Maggie didn’t
want to bring it up because she worried that her mother might feel like she had to give
her some money and move out, because she could. She didn’t just worry about her
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mother, living alone again in that big house, trading money for companionship; she also
worried about herself, being alone again in the apartment. She longed for it more than
anything, but she was afraid of what it might mean. No more excuses. Jude could come
over any time. She would have space and means to make some changes in her life.
Maggie would like to think she was helping her mother out by letting her live in the
apartment, but her mother was actually helping her more. She suspected that her mother
knew that her father had been giving her some cash here and there, but if her mother did
the same, would she still lack the motivation to do something with her life? She was
stuck between a teenage-like desire to run away from her mother and a childish desire to
hold on to her more tightly.
“I’m not too proud to live with you, Mom,” she said, which now was true. “It’s
nice,” but that was a lie.
Her mother drove away from the Ski Lodge apartment complex toward
downtown. They were meeting Bethany and Simon at their church, her father’s church.
While this had been her father’s haven, it was simply a social necessity for lawyers and
other business people who were looking to network, although no one ever said that.
“Did you turn the oven off after the ham finished?” her mother asked.
“Yes, I did,” Maggie replied although she didn’t really remember whether she did
or not. It was better not to worry her mother, but the question made Maggie begin to
worry, an inheritance of anxiety.
“I’m excited about the cranberry salad. It’s my fave,” Maggie said.
“Well, then you should copy the recipe. It’s on the shelf in the kitchen. I’ll find it
later.”
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“Why do I need the recipe when you can just make it for me?”
“We won’t be living together forever. One day you’ll want it to make for your
husband.”
Maggie didn’t respond. Maggie felt like a child dreaming of her wedding day in
another lifetime. Maybe in another life. It wasn’t rare for a girl her age to be looking for
a husband, but Maggie’s mother was blinding her view.
They passed the part of the highway where Jerry Creighton was killed. The
lonely stump. They avoided it with their eyes. Joanna began to sing to the song on the
radio.
“Caribou Queen, now we’re sharing the same dream,” she sang.
“I don’t think that’s right, Mom,” Maggie interrupted.
“Well, what is it then?”
“I don’t know. But it’s not that.”
Joanna just shrugged.

THEY MET Bethany and Simon in the narthex beside the usher handing out
bulletins. They were both dressed in new clothes, she in a winter white dress, he in a
gray suit and green paisley tie. The daughters looked very similar, the same long dark
hair. Bethany had a slightly lighter complexion from her father’s side, but she had the
Creighton women’s wide hips that were now offset by an almost unnoticeable pudge.
“I’m glad you’re here, Mom,” Bethany said, before they quietly followed an usher
down the aisle to a pew near the front. The seats in the front were always the last ones
filled. The church was large like a cathedral. Its stained glass windows rose from the

158

floor high up toward the arched ceiling. The wooden beams in the ceiling arched like the
inside of a boat. The marble floor was cold and the concrete columns were gray.
Joanna had been back to this church a few years before, for Bethany’s wedding.
She had planned the whole thing with the help of an expensive wedding planner. She and
Jerry didn’t eat out for the next year, hoping to make up for the expense. Toothache
didn’t approve of her budget for the wedding, but Joanna wanted to give her daughters
everything they wanted and everything she wanted for them. She avoided the church
throughout the whole planning process until she had to be there on the day of the
wedding.
Fortunately, it wasn’t the same as usual. The church was filled with their guests,
their friends and family. It was dimmed and calm. Not like the last time she had been
there, the last time she attended the worship service.
She had always made her girls go to church, and they were even members of one
for a while. After that, they moved from church to church, leaving when a favorite
minister moved away or joining one where the girls had friends from school. When Jerry
settled on First Methodist downtown, Joanna went with him. She sat in his Sunday school
class and listened to the political activists and the PhDs talk about God’s meaning, while
she made grocery lists. The class called themselves the black sheep of First Methodist,
discussing the parts of Christianity that the other church members, the good God-fearing
Methodists avoided. Jerry loved it.
She was glad when he joined the choir and proud when she sat with her daughters
in the congregation listening to her husband’s beautiful tenor. But then, the girls left for
college and Joanna had to sit alone in the congregation. At first it had been okay; she
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recognized the mothers of her daughters’ friends and sat near them. But as the years
passed, she recognized fewer and fewer people. Many of them were the same, but she
didn’t know them anymore. She had no reason to socialize with them.
One Sunday, she arrived at church, later than Jerry who had come early to
practice with the choir. She found a seat near the front in a pew with some older men and
women. She didn’t recognize anyone around her. There were women so dressed up that
Joanna would only consider wearing what they wore to church to a cocktail party. They
were all professional people, doctors and lawyers and accountants and politicians. The
jewelry on their wives hands glittered in the sun streaming in from the stained glass
windows. Joanna felt naked in an old dress. But it wasn’t just the money. She felt a
distinct separation from them. She could send her children to the right school, she could
buy the right clothes, she could join the right church, but she still wouldn’t be one of
them. It wasn’t just one thing—where she was from or how big her house was—she
would never be one of them. It seemed uncontrollable. And although she had never been
sure if she even wanted to be one of them, the exclusion was suffocating. She couldn’t
breathe in that sanctuary. The people were everywhere, stifling her. She was behind
glass, desperate for air. And suddenly, she thought, why am I doing this? I don’t have to
be here. This isn’t worship.
So, Joanna Creighton got up and left the service through the side of the church
and never returned, until that Christmas Eve, when the guilt and the burden of the past
year led her right back into that very building.
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THE FAMILY squeezed close together between the end of the pew and a wooden
divider. Joanna shifted her weight from one buttock to the other sighing quietly, making
her discomfort on the stiff pew apparent to everyone. She stared ahead of her at the
pressed collars and the gold clasps of pearl necklaces. Maggie touched the sharpened
pencil on the back of the pew and the blue offering envelopes. She wanted to draw on
the bulletin and color in the trunks of the trees on the picture of the church, but she didn’t.
She wasn’t a child anymore. Bethany sat between her mother and her husband. She put
one hand on Simon’s leg and one on her stomach. Maggie noticed a shine of perspiration
on Bethany’s upper lip, despite the chill.
It was nothing like her grandparent’s small church where her father was buried,
with its red carpet and white painted sheetrock walls. But this church was the one that
reminded her of him, although he had rarely sat with her in the congregation, always in
the choir loft. Plus, she had rarely attended in recent years, almost never while she was in
college, and only on special occasions afterwards. She had not been back since he died in
April, although she had promised Bethany she would join them on several occasions.
Something about driving that exact part of the highway to the place he had been leaving,
she couldn’t get it out of her mind. She was glad to be there though and glad to have her
mother beside her, for the first time, since Bethany’s wedding. It was right and good to
be with her family in church on Christmas, but she still longed to be alone in the beautiful
echoing sanctuary. She wanted to get lost in it.
Once the service began, a soloist sang, “Sweet Little Jesus Boy,” an African
American spiritual sung to the entirely white congregation. Maggie didn’t like the song,
but she remembered the soloist and wondered how well he had known her father.
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Maggie imagined the sanctuary empty and dark. She imagined sitting alone on the front
pew with no one around her.
She closed her eyes while the minister told the congregation not to lose focus on
what they were actually celebrating. When she opened them again, the lights had dimmed
and the congregation was passing fire from one little white candle to the next while they
sang all four verses of “Silent Night.” During that last verse, the ministers processed out,
and when the song was over the sound of rustling for purses, coats, and children filled the
sanctuary. In the dimmed light, Bethany spoke to the couples in front of her, the ones
with the pearls and pressed collars. Simon shook hands with the men. They greeted
Maggie and her mother.
“Bethany, are you coming to the Women’s Retreat in the spring? We enjoyed
your company last year,” a lady in a red knit suit asked her.
Maggie watched the women corner Bethany.
“You know that I can’t say no, but I’m sorry I can’t,” Bethany said. “I think it
will be cutting it a little close.”
The ladies glanced at the barely curved stomach under Bethany’s hands and
smiled.
“Of course. Well how about you two? Maggie, Joanna, we sure would enjoy some
new faces on our spiritual retreat.”
Maggie and her mother both stuttered for an excuse.
“That sounds interesting,” her mother finally said. “But you better count Maggie
out of your sewing circle, ladies. This one is a women’s libber. She’d rather be-”
“Mom—” Maggie cut her off.
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Maggie’s mother didn’t know much about her thoughts on women’s rights except
that their rights should exist. The ladies stared silently for a moment.
“Well, the information is in the bulletin, if you reconsider. We have to get to
Sommer’s Place before the crowd hits. Merry Christmas!”
The family also turned to trudge down the aisle toward the door. Small children in
bare feet ran up and down the aisles in velvet dresses and tiny blue blazers. The
sanctuary glowed with the candles that remained lit as the congregation filed out of the
building. Maggie barely saw these things because she was stuck in the previous dialogue.
“That was rude, Mom,” she whispered loudly.
“That wasn’t rude. It’s true. You didn’t want to go. You need to learn to say no.”
“I’m sorry, but I really need to go to the restroom,” Bethany interjected from
behind.
“Okay, honey. We’ll meet you at the house in about twenty minutes,” Joanna told
her daughter.
Maggie stood in the breezeway, stalled by the unfinished argument, searching for
someone, anyone, to walk by whom she might know or who might want to know her.
But suddenly the evening was over, and the women were back in the car. They had to run
to the apartment and grab their dishes.
Maggie was glad to see that the oven was off. They piled the cranberry salad, the
ham, and the dressing into the backseat. Her mother got in the driver’s seat of the
minivan, and Maggie didn’t protest. It was easier to let someone else be in control.
Once they were on the road, a truck pulled out in front of the car, and her mother
slammed on her brakes.
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“Shit!” she yelled. “I hate assholes like that. He wasn’t even looking.”
“You should flick him off,” Maggie said.
“Oh, no. I wouldn’t. And you better not do that. He could have a gun. You don’t
do that do you?”
“No. But I do like to flash ‘em sometimes. Especially cop cars.”
Maggie’s mother said nothing. They passed the truck on the road.
“Yup. He was a black. Did you see?” Joanna Creighton said.
Maggie didn’t respond.
“You know I just say that to pick at you. You know I’m kidding.”
Maggie let out a groan of assurance.
The women arrived at Bethany and Simon’s house and carried their dishes inside.
The house was elaborately decorated for the season as it was for every holiday. Bethany
had placed a silver miniature Christmas tree on the table with only white, sparkling
ornaments. There were elves and Santas lined up on the coffee table. She even put out
her antique throw pillows with the sleigh scenes on them. Maggie and her mother found
Bethany in the kitchen pouring a glaze over a blackberry wine cake baked in the shape of
a wreath.
“That’s beautiful, Beth,” Maggie said to her sister.
“Oh no, it’s not. I forgot about it completely, and had to get Simon to go buy the
blackberry jello this morning. I wanted to make a red velvet cake with holly on it, but I
ran out of time.”
“It’s perfect, honey,” her mother said. “Let me set the table for you. Where is
your silver?”
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Maggie set her brown leather purse down on the counter top. Bethany didn’t even
glance at it. Maggie now realized she could have worn a slutty elf costume and wouldn’t
have gotten noticed by her pregnant sister.
Once the table was set, the family sat down in the dining room. Bethany kept her
house spotless like her mother always had, except she had the help of a maid. The newer
furniture and the handed down antiques faced each other in perfect conversation. Each
plate sat on a burgundy charger that matched the toile tablecloth. A crystal snowflake
ornament with the date inscribed in a silver band sat on each plate.
A gift. Bethany was making new memories.
“Are we going to say a blessing?” Simon asked.
The table was silent.
“I’ll say it,” Maggie said.
They bowed their heads.
“Thank you God for this food. Amen.”
She looked up, grabbed a roll, and bit into it. Simon stared at her quizzically.
“I could say the Lord’s—” he began, but Bethany cut him off with touch of her
hand.
Simon didn’t remember. It had been their father’s prayer, when they did pray
before a meal, usually when company was present. It was honest and straightforward,
and Maggie liked it even though it wasn’t formal. Guests always laughed afterwards, but
Maggie believed that wasn’t her father’s intention.
Joanna finally looked up from the table, and began serving herself. Maggie
needed something honest and straightforward like a prayer, but she would have preferred
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him instead. He would have noticed her, not her brown purse or greasy hair, but her
solitude, her inertia. She picked up the crystal ornament from her plate and plopped it to
the side making room for dinner.
After each person helped themselves to ham and casseroles, Bethany began to talk
about her baby shower in the spring. She needed to discuss the guest list since her friend
April could no longer come. Maggie was tired of the baby shower talk, like she had been
tired of the wedding talk only a few years before.
Maggie interrupted a sentence about a game of chocolate filled diapers.
“The country club is making all of its employees take random drug tests. Did I
tell ya’ll that?”
Bethany nodded. Maggie went on.
“And it even tests for alcohol. So I could have a glass of wine on Monday night,
get tested on Tuesday morning, and it would show up, and I could get fired.”
“How about some kind of pin the tail on the donkey game?” her mother
suggested.
Maggie sighed loudly. Her mother looked at her.
“I’m sorry, Maggie, but you have already told me about the drug testing. I never
see Bethany. It will be your turn soon enough.”
Maggie helped herself to an extra serving of cranberry salad.
“Well, back to the guest list. I made a few changes to the guest list because of
April not being able to come. And I didn’t know if you were inviting Aunt Rena,”
Bethany said.
“No. I’m not,” Joanna said.
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“What about Aunt Karen? Bethany asked.
“Do you think she would come without her?” Joanna asked and stopped eating.
“I know ya’ll think I’m crazy, but I just can’t.”
Simon dug his fork into a half eaten slice of ham like it was a science experiment.
“That’s fine, Mom,” Bethany said.
Joanna continued on. “I could forgive her for blowing up at me. God knows I
have lost my temper a few times in my life, but what she said about Daddy. I just could
never forgive her.”
The others said nothing. Maggie traced the outline of a fox on the burgundy toile
tablecloth.
“That’s fine, Mom,” Bethany said. “It works out better now since April can’t
come. Did I tell you she wants to stay with us while she takes the bar exam?”
“Ooh, but you’re pregnant,” her mother said.
Simon began clearing the table.
“I know. I haven’t answered her yet.”
“You know it’s not that weird of a request,” Maggie said. “Normal people have
guests all the time.”
“But she’s pregnant, Maggie. I guess other people do things differently than us.
Remember when your Dad’s college roommate, Greg, came to stay with us and didn’t
leave for six months.”
“Yeah, I found his bikini underwear in the laundry,” Bethany blurted out.
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“Your father had to ask him to leave,” Joanna said. “It was very awkward. Some
people just expect they can crash on your couch. Maybe your dad was just afraid Greg
was going to jump his bones.”
Her mother laughed loudly. Maggie didn’t say anything.
“You know because Greg’s supposedly gay,” Joanna added.
“Got it, Mom.”
Maggie grabbed the half eaten plate of ham and took it into the kitchen. Soon,
everyone was in the kitchen trying to scrape off dishes, bumping into each other.
“Simon, can I get you to look at my van? I think I may need air in the tires”
Joanna asked.
“Sure, I’d be glad to help,” he answered, seemingly relieved to finally have a
topic he was comfortable with.
His mother-in-law began explaining what she thought was the problem as she led
him outside into the dark driveway.
“I think she should forgive Rena,” Maggie blurted out to her sister.
“Why? She hasn’t even apologized,” Bethany replied.
“She’s her sister. Wouldn’t you want me to forgive you?”
“How do you know it wouldn’t be the other way around?” Bethany asked.
“I’m just saying. Mom doesn’t have many outlets left. She’s isolated herself from
her neighbors. She’s isolated herself from any of Dad’s friends from work or church. She
avoids people at the grocery store and blames it on her weight. Now she doesn’t even
have her sister. Of course I don’t think Dad’s death was her fault; she can’t help it that
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he’s gone, but what will be her fault is ending up alone, not forgiving her sister when she
had the chance.”
“Mom’s just old,” Bethany said. “What? Are you afraid she’s going to rub off on
you? Turn you into an old maid?”
“No. I’m nothing like her.”
Bethany looked up from a soapy dish in the sink and smiled in disagreement.
Simon and his mother-in-law emerged from the outside.
“Yeah, I can take it by right now,” Simon said. “Better now than tomorrow when
everything is closed. It won’t take long to get the tires filled up.”
At Simon slipped out, Maggie suddenly realized she hadn’t gotten her oil changed
in a long time. Her father had always done it for her. The car was in his name. She added
it to her mental list of things to do and tried to resist the urge to ask Simon for help. The
mechanics would probably try to get her to buy something, replace all four tires or
something like that. While Bethany washed dishes, Maggie and Joanna straightened up
the kitchen and dining room. Then, Bethany fell asleep on the couch within minutes of
finishing the last dish. When Simon returned, he turned on a recorded football game and
let it play, muted. Maggie and her mother rose to leave, sneaking out during Bethany’s
slumber. Simon didn’t protest, too entranced by the silent sport.
In the car, Maggie said, “I think you should invite Rena to the baby shower.”
Her mother didn’t say anything for a moment.
“Do you think I need to be medicated?” she finally asked. “Because that’s what
Rena said, that I needed to be medicated. Do you think I’m crazy?”

169

“You’re only as crazy as the rest of them,” Maggie replied. “I wish you wouldn’t
talk about medication like that. Dad wasn’t crazy. I’m sure medicine helps some people,
but you don’t have a diagnosed disorder. Maybe you guys just need some therapy
together or separately or whatever. We probably all need therapy.”
Her mother stared ahead at the road, her knuckles white on the steering wheel.
“He had friends, Mom,” Maggie began again. “She wasn’t right about that. You
didn’t isolate him. He had you and had all of us too. He had a good life. You just feel
guilty about it or something, like you caused it. It wasn’t your fault.” The more Maggie
said it, she thought, the more she would believe it.
“Dammit, Maggie. I know that.”
“I know, Mom. I’m sorry I have gotten so upset about all this. It’s easy to want to
ask questions. It’s hard because we can’t understand why it happened. It could have
happened to any of us. I know what it’s like to drive at night when you’re tired.”
“Don’t say that, Maggie. I don’t want you or Bethany or anybody to drive at
night anymore.”
“Well it wasn’t just driving at night. I mean the drugs probably made him sleepy.
And the Ferg was so old. It could have—“
“I know! There are lots of things that could have caused it. I just want somebody
to blame.”
“I just gave you like ten things to blame.”
“Somebody. I want somebody to blame.”
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Maggie sat quietly, understanding her mother completely, wanting to blame her,
for all of the secrets, for whatever part of her personality caused everyone in her family to
hate her and love her at the same time.
“I know Rena had nothing to do with Daddy’s death,” Joanna began. “But I have
something to blame her for right now. He wasn’t crazy. He didn’t do it. I just want to
push it all off for a while.”
“I’m just saying maybe there is some truth to what Rena said, not all the mean
stuff, but sometimes you have to see things from other people’s perspectives. She was
wrong to say those things, but you have to wonder where all the anger against you has
come from. Maybe you should reach out to her more. You’re her big sister.”
“God, I haven’t been her big sister in years,” her mother said. “She’s fifty for
Christ’s sake. I just don’t think I can do it. You know the morning after our fight, before
I ever told you about it, I woke up and the word conscience appeared in my head. Like I
could see the word conscience. I don’t know if God was trying to tell me something, like
I have something on my conscience, or something about Rena’s conscience. It was just
there.”
Maggie and her mother entered the apartment silently. They unloaded their
leftovers from the car and tried to find things to occupy themselves with until bedtime.
Her mother vacuumed the floor and cleaned the kitchen. Then she revised a few
obituaries. Maggie knew she wouldn’t even put the hours on her time card. Her mother
was always worried she wasn’t getting enough done for her job, that she was inadequate.
Maggie made lists in her room, trying to think of anything she had forgotten to do
in the last eight months that her father usually did for her or helped her with. She thought
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of her taxes, a task she had never done on her own. At dinner time, her mother walked in
Maggie’s bedroom.
“I’m going to bed. I just feel like I have been putting on a face all day. I was
ready to get out of my girdle by the second hymn.”
Maggie looked up from her computer.
“We’re just going to have leftovers tomorrow morning,” her mother went on. “I
hope that’s okay. I’m just too tired to fix anything else.”
“That’s fine, Mom.”
“It’s just going to be a fix-your-own-plate kind of thing, whenever you want to eat
tomorrow. If you put the ham and the casseroles on your plate, maybe leave the bread off
until the last ten seconds, and you can put a piece of wax paper over the plate and heat it
in the microwave for about a minute. That’s what I’m going to do. I might be out
running errands when you get up so I just wanted to make sure you knew what to do. I
told Simon and Bethany to come over whenever they finish at the Petersons. Then we
can exchange gifts.”
“Okay, Mom.”
A loud bass started thumping through the walls. After a few minutes, her mother
said, “What are they doing over there?”
“I don’t know. Probably fornicating, Mom.”
“I’m not going to be able to sleep tonight. I wonder if it’s that cute boy with the
plaid pajamas.”
Maggie didn’t respond. The music continued.
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“I can’t knock on their door; I already took my girdle off. Should I call the
cops?”
“Mom.”
“I know. I can’t call the cops. Then they would get in trouble. You will probably
fall asleep in two seconds even through the noise. I’m an old woman. It’s going to drive
me crazy.”
“No, I have to stay up actually,” Maggie said. “Just have a few things to get in
order. Clean up a little for Beth and Simon.”
“Oh, I could have cleaned for you.”
“I can clean my own room,” she replied tersely.
“Don’t sass me.”
“I’m sorry. I’m just tired.”
After finishing her list and picking up some dirty clothes in her room, she left her
bedroom to watch television in the living room, but she found her mother asleep on the
couch. Joanna Creighton lay in a lump on the sofa in her blue bathrobe. Maggie pulled a
flannel blanket from the basket beside the sofa and spread it over her mother. Never had
she felt so disconnected from her mother as when they lived so close.
She left her mother in the living room and went into the bathroom. She turned the
shower on and sat down on the closed toilet seat to wait for the water to heat up. In the
wastebasket, she saw the church bulletin from that evening. She picked it out and found
the information about the Women’s Retreat. She thought about sewing circles and
singing Kum Ba Yah by the fire. She thought about pearls and girdles. She thought
about disappearing into the hot bubbles of the shower, or into the dark corners of the First
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Methodist church, or into the woodland scene on her sister’s toile tablecloth. She thought
about disappearing in her sleep, on the interstate, in his car.

THE NEXT DAY, Joanna found herself at the pharmacy, the only place open on
Christmas day. She stood in front of the greeting card racks. She was never one to
purchase things like this at the last minute.
She was so familiar with the greeting card racks at all of her favorite stores that
she noticed when new cards came in. She was always looking for the perfect card for her
family members and friends. Sometimes she bought boxes of fancy cards with blank
insides, just so she always had one on hand.
But, on Christmas day, Joanna was looking for three Christmas cards, the long
kind, that were the perfect fit for some cash or a check. She had put it off for this long
because she still wasn’t certain this was the gift she wanted to give, but Christmas
morning she woke up with no wrapped presents for her daughters and no stockings filled
with trinkets to hang over the nonexistent apartment fireplace. And so, she drove to the
pharmacy. She and Jerry had always given their daughters Christmas gifts. She still
wrote “From Santa” on the presents long after the girls knew better. Joanna gave gifts for
other holidays too, such as Valentine’s Day and Easter, sometimes just candy, but
sometimes something more.
While picking out the cards, Joanna felt herself ending this tradition by switching
to this impersonal transfer of money. She didn’t know if she was solving their problems
or creating bigger ones. She was so confused and yet her faith now rested in this gift.
While it would help her daughters, it would also help her by relieving some of its burden.
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She was reaching out to her daughters, just as she should have done one year before when
Jerry Creighton was diagnosed with depression.
Hours later, Maggie, Bethany, and Simon gathered in the small living room of the
Ski Lodge apartment. They had exchanged all of the other gifts, Joanna insisting on it.
Perfume and cologne bottles sat on the table, a pair of earrings, a new sweater. A few
small and empty gift bags lay on the floor beside some torn red wrapping paper. Joanna
handed over the envelopes. She then began talking, afraid to see their reactions.
“It’s just a Christmas gift, for now. I need to talk to Toothache about what I want
to do with all the money. I don’t really understand all of that stuff, CDs and trusts and
things. That was your father’s job.”
“Why are you giving this to us?” Bethany asked.
“Well, I figured you probably need it. Maggie won’t let me buy things for the
apartment any more. I think you should be picking out your own gifts now. I just want
ya’ll to be happy.”
“Money won’t make us happy, Mom,” Bethany said.
Joanna said nothing. She didn’t know what this meant. Were the girls going to
refuse the money? What was she going to do with it if they didn’t want it?
“I just don’t know what to do with it,” Joanna admitted.
“I know this isn’t that much to you guys,” Maggie said. “But this is a lot of
money to me. A whole lot. This could pay my rent for a long time.”
“I thought you might say that,” her mother said. “Which is why I am moving out.”
“Mom,” Maggie said. “You don’t need to do that.”
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“No. I think that is exactly what I need and you need too. Obviously this was
never permanent. I thought living with you would somehow help us, but I think that it is
stopping us from facing reality. This isn’t the way things are supposed to be. So I’m
moving back into the house at the Banks.”
No one protested but no one said it was a great idea either. Instead the family sat
on Joanna’s furniture in Maggie’s apartment and stared at Jerry Creighton’s insurance
money. Maggie felt lost, having hoped for and feared this moment since Thanksgiving.
She wanted the money, but she didn’t want the responsibility. She didn’t want to ever
have to make her own cranberry salad. She didn’t want to lose the person that she could
blame for her problems and for her father’s death, because then she might have to blame
herself.
Bethany no longer felt in control of the family. She wondered how her father ever
did it. She was bringing a new child into a family that was more lost and confused than
ever.
Joanna knew the gift had not solved anything. Her cry for help came too late.
With every month, the women were pushing further and further away from each other,
losing sight of their family and of themselves.
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Chapter 9

WHILE JOANNA was moving back into the house she had built with Jerry and
trying to learn how to live there again, Maggie was trying to cope with the emptiness of
her apartment and pretend that she didn’t feel betrayed by her mother for leaving her all
alone. The Creighton women were separating themselves from each other more and
more every day, in a time when they needed each other the most.
Joanna could no longer hide from the boxes of memories in her house, the clothes
and the shoes that she had continued to believe she would sell until Bethany found out
about the house, until her visits were no longer secret, until she had to face those boxes
and all of the other things that reminded her of Jerry, every morning in the house she
would no longer run away from.
Maggie thought about calling her mother every single day after she moved out,
and many days she did call even though she tried not to. With the extra money, Maggie
felt more confused than ever, finally considering some alternatives for her life yet
clueless as to what those could be. She didn’t want to talk to her mother about it, to let
on how scared she was, how alone. She couldn’t talk to Bethany, whose belly was
growing bigger with each day, who was trying to fix their family for them.
Bethany’s house was the same as it had been the day her father died; she hadn’t
moved like her mother or taken in a roommate like her sister. It was just her and Simon
and now this baby that was growing in her uterus. She felt the realness of it as the days
passed, as she started to show, creating a roundness that could be more easily discernible
as a baby bump and not simply a big dinner. Every day she ignored her fears and

177

apprehensions about the child, instead filling her time with lists and calendars. She had
noticed her workload lighten at the firm, and she wasn’t happy about it. Simon was
surprised by this, and she explained her fear of not making partner, getting behind
because of maternity leave, receiving the lighter caseload because she had a child at
home to take care of.
He told her no, that they can’t do that. It would be illegal. He was sure. They
would probably give her partner first, before some of the men, to overcompensate,
affirmative action type of thing. Not that she didn’t deserve it of course. She didn’t admit
her real fear, even to herself, that she needed more to do, more to fill her time, so she
couldn’t think and question this decision she had made. She made up for the light
workload by shopping for the baby and redecorating the extra room into a nursery. By the
middle of February, the nursery was full of expensive toys and designer baby clothes.
Bethany had cooked seven casseroles and froze them for when the baby came in six
months.
On a weeknight a few days before Valentines Day, she sat at home alone on the
living room floor, clipping pictures out of the Pottery Barn catalogue.
She noticed the blood on the carpet before she saw the stain on her pajama pants.
She considered her options.
Simon was watching basketball at a hot wing restaurant with his friends. Her
mother was probably at home, a twenty minute drive away. She had no idea where
Maggie was. She took some deep breaths and closed her eyes. She stacked the scissors
and the cuttings on the dining room table and picked up the phone.
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She called her doctor’s office first and then a cab. She was afraid to startle
Simon, afraid for him to drive if he had been drinking, afraid to say aloud what she
believed to be happening, to her husband and even to the nurse on the phone, but when
the cabbie asked, “Where to?” she answered without hesitation, “Baptist Medical. I’m
having a miscarriage.”
The doctor confirmed her suspicion. There was no heartbeat. All she could think
about was that she was right. She had known. How many times had she thought she had
strep throat when she only had a cold? Or mono when she just needed to get more
exercise and sleep? She was right this time.
Bethany had already scheduled a D and C for the next morning when Jude
dropped Simon off at the hospital. She sat in the hospital room, a designer trench coat
over her pajama pants, emailing the firm on her BlackBerry. There were no tears, but the
hand holding her phone was shaking enough to attract attention. She wasn’t sad; she was
scared.
“Can I get you anything?” Simon said, over and over again, but she could only
think in schedules and lists. She researched the procedure online, trying to decide when
she should return to work, while Simon paced the halls.
Bethany slept through the night and didn’t feel much during the surgery.
Everyone continued to ask her if she was okay, and she quickly responded “Yes”
assuming they wanted to know if anything hurt or if something didn’t feel right. She
didn’t even know that she hadn’t cried or that she was acting unusual. When they got
home, Bethany went straight to the bedroom while Simon talked to Joanna and Maggie,
who had been waiting for them.
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“She’s scared to death,” Simon told his mother-in-law. “I thought it was the
surgery. I thought she’d be better once it was over, but she’s still shaking. I don’t know
what to do.”
“Go to work, Simon,” Joanna said. “Or just get out of the house. Go walk around
in the park. She’s probably still stuck inside her head right now.”
“But that’s just it. She has been extremely practical. She has called her work and
cancelled a shipment of something she bought online for the baby. She is taking care of
all this stuff, but it’s like she is scared to stop, or she will just seize out of control.”
“It will be all right,” Joanna reassured him. “Go get some air. Everything is
going to be fine.”
“I just feel like I should be doing something,” he said.
“I know, Simon. I’m sure you have done everything you could. It might be better
for her to talk to me, mother to mother. Get some fresh air.”
Simon went to the bedroom and returned with his car keys and a shrug.
“Call me if something changes,” he said.
Joanna and Maggie found Bethany in her bedroom, sitting on top of the gray
duvet cover writing in her calendar. She had slipped on an old flannel nightgown of her
mother’s, big enough for what would have been an expanding belly. Maggie sat down
beside her sister.
“Beth?” her mother said. “Why don’t you take a little break? Get some rest.”
Joanna leaned over her daughter to pull the calendar away, and Maggie caught a
glimpse of her sister’s scribbling over her shoulder. A large red X over her due date.
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Bethany did not resist her mother. She let the woman take her pen and her
calendar and she laid back onto the pillows, covering her face with her shaking hands,
whispering, “Oh God,” over and over until her words muddled into quiet sobs. The
women held her until she was quiet, with eyes closed, on her way to sleep.

A FEW hours later, Maggie heard movement in the back of the house. She
poured a glass of sweet tea and walked into the nursery, leaving her mother scrubbing at
the blood stain on the carpet. Bethany sat in the new glider that Simon had bought her
for Christmas. She rocked forward.
Bethany saw her sister and the tea. When she didn’t reach for it, Maggie placed
it on the changing table. Bethany’s legs ached from the position of her surgery. Her eyes
were tired, her hair felt flat and fell in her face. The room was hot, the heating vent
blowing down onto her. She really didn’t want to talk to Maggie; she wanted to be alone.
The silence was calming, the dry heat reassuring. She wasn’t ready for someone else’s
hope yet.
There was no way to control this.
“Well, look at the bright side. You can drink sweet tea vodka now instead of just
sweet tea,” Maggie said.
“Don’t try to be funny, Mag,” Bethany said.
“I’m sorry,” Maggie whispered. She remained standing in the middle of the room,
staring down at her sister. After a few minutes, she began again, “You can always try
again. Or adopt.”
“No, Maggie. No, I think I’m done.”
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“Oh.”
Bethany stared out the window, into the side yard where ivy grew up a trellis.
She needed to water the plants, she thought. She could feel Maggie there beside her,
staring at her. It was too much.
“You were right,” Bethany said.
Maggie said nothing. Bethany moved for the first time since Maggie had brought
her the tea. She turned her head and looked Maggie in the eye. She spoke calmly and
quietly as if she were telling a secret she didn’t want her mother to hear. She hoped the
quiet voice would suppress the anger, but it sounded worse, like a threat.
“You were right when you said that I just wanted a baby for the show. Because it
was what we were supposed to do next. I’m not a mother. I could never be a mother.
This is God telling me I’m not one. I wanted the day dresses and the birthday party
invitations. I was just ready to be like everyone else. But I am not a mother. Mothers
love. All I feel is hate. Lots of hate.”
“It wasn’t true,” Maggie said. “When I said it, I was just being stupid. You will be
a great mother.”
“God, don’t feel bad about it now,” Bethany couldn’t stop. “I should have
listened to you. I probably did it just to get back at you. To show you I could do it. But
I guess I couldn’t. Well you can have all the stuff. For your baby, whenever you have
one. All I wanted was the stuff anyway.”
“That’s not true, Bethany,” Maggie said softly.
“How do you know?” Bethany yelled getting up from her chair brusquely,
bumping into the changing table and knocking the glass of tea to the floor.
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The brown liquid spread out in a puddle on the carpet.
“You don’t know what I feel. What Simon feels. You don’t know anything about
this. You don’t know how to be an adult. All you care about is yourself and finally
getting your apartment back. Or whether or not Jude likes you this week. You should be
glad to have family around.
“Do you know what it is like to lose a part of you? Mom does. Mom does and all
she wanted was to have someone near her, to feel needed, to help you out. You are so
selfish. God. There’s nothing left, Maggie. I have nothing left. I’m empty.”
“Yes you do,” Maggie said. “You have so much. You have me and Mom and you
have Simon. See. You have more than even me or Mom has. A sweet husband.”
“Simon? Having Simon makes everything okay?”
Hearing the shouting, Joanna entered the room at this moment, inciting Bethany
to let out a curdling cry of frustration. She grabbed a stuffed animal, the nearest object
and flung it across the room. It silently hit the wall and plopped to the floor. Unsatisfied
with that, she grabbed another stuffed animal and attempted to tear it apart, but made no
such progress. Clenching the bear in her hands and looking at the terror on her mother’s
and sister’s faces, she fell to the ground in a heap, sobbing, and cried, “I can’t fix it! I
can’t—fix it.”
“You don’t need to fix anything,” Joanna said, trying to sound confident. “Things
like this just happen, for no good reason. It’s going to be okay.”
The women kneeled down beside Bethany. Maggie pulled the teddy bear away
and placed it to the side. Joanna took Bethany’s hand and brushed hair out of her face.
“I thought I could fix it,” she said.
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“Fix what?” Joanna asked.
“I just don’t—I didn’t know what it would be like. Work is so horrible and Simon
just—when he says things, they make so much sense. I don’t know how to disagree with
him. We never wanted kids before, but when he didn’t put up a fight about it, I thought
why not. Maybe it would make all of this make sense. I spent so much time trying to be
different from you and Dad. I swore I wouldn’t have kids until we had enough money to
give them everything we never had. But, he’s nothing like Dad. He doesn’t care at all
about the baby. Maybe I don’t either. Maybe that’s why it died.”
“Honey, that’s not true. You loved that baby and so did Simon. You will be a
great mother; you already are.”
“No! You don’t understand. I’m a horrible person. You know how I feel? I feel
relief. I didn’t want to do this. I just wanted to fix everything somehow. After the
accident, a baby just seemed so happy, like hope, the opposite of death, but I’ve just
brought more pain to the family. More blood.”
“It’s our blood. It will be okay. We can figure it out. Creighton women know
how to suffer a heartache. We will get through this, whatever happens.”
Maggie watched her mother and sister, unsure of what to say. She put her arms
around them. They sat in the nursery, huddled together until Bethany stopped crying.
The room was quiet. No television playing in the next room. No music. The soft hum of
the heater rang in the walls. They sat together on the floor, mother and daughters, in the
room where Bethany would have played with her child, the hard carpet numbing the
backs of their legs.
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The quiet was calming. It helped them breathe. It wasn’t the end though.
Although they sat close together, arms outreached to each other, soothing, the minds of
the Creighton women were elsewhere. Just as their spoken offerings of apology and
empathy were never enough for the recipient, these words were also hiding deeper
thoughts and emotions. Pain turned to guilt turned to blame. As they sat there together,
the spilled tea soaked into the carpet, another stain setting in.
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Chapter 10

IN MARCH, Bethany finally consented to a night out with Maggie. Maggie
wanted to spend time with her sister in a fun and public atmosphere because their recent
phone calls had been reserved and stilted. She felt like she had caused the miscarriage in
some way with the words she had spoken last summer, and also with her unspoken
prayers. She didn’t want her sister to be pregnant, in the same way that she hadn’t
wanted her to get married. She lost part of Bethany with each major step into adulthood.
These steps no longer seemed like an outline for Maggie to someday follow as it was in
her youth. Instead, each step was like a betrayal of Bethany’s childhood, of her family,
of her bond with Maggie.
Maggie could not sincerely imagine what life with Simon was like, although she
had seen so many intimate moments between them. Maggie had always understood
Bethany’s relationships in the past. She could, of course, imagine what Bethany’s fling
with Jude must have been like because Maggie believed she and her sister were so alike;
it must have been similar to her current relationship with Jude.
Bethany had another boyfriend in college, a quiet boy who followed her around
like a puppy, and although Maggie never dated that boy afterward, she could still imagine
what it must have been like, when they were alone together, when Bethany broke up with
him and he cried, as she told Maggie. Yet, Simon was a conundrum. Maggie could talk
to him and joke with him, yet she never felt anything for him, no semblance of what her
sister must feel. She wondered if it was unhealthy to feel this way, or if it would be
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worse to feel something for him, and to all along be harboring some misguided desire for
her sister’s husband.
Maggie believed that the spark between Bethany and Simon must rest in some
parts of them that she didn’t understand, the parts of Bethany that were the most unlike
her, such as her desire to succeed and to be financially secure (something Maggie never
worried about, but was common in the oldest child), or her desire to be fashionable both
in her attire and home décor (a hobby that made Maggie feel guilt-ridden and
overwhelmed with the decision of taste, instead relying on her sister’s hand-me-downs),
or her desire to settle into the right social circles, perhaps arising from their exclusion
from those circles while growing up, thus creating a need in Bethany to rectify the
situation (and leaving Maggie with the desire to simply resent it). Maggie hoped that her
inability to understand her sister’s marital relationship lay somewhere in the mystery of
love, in this idea that two people changed completely when in love, not to become other
people, unlike themselves, but to become a new thing, a new entity, a new one. Maggie
hoped this was true. Even if it wasn’t, Maggie’s preferred questioning her sister’s
marriage to considering the presence of a new baby, something Maggie couldn’t imagine
because she had never loved anything more than herself.
She wanted to see her sister out in public, acting like her old self, but she also
hoped that Simon’s presence would secure the presence of Jude, whose unreliability
made him ever more appealing. She rode with Simon and Bethany to El Rey Lounge late
on a Friday evening.
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At their house, Bethany had almost convinced Maggie to stay in with her and
watch a movie, but Maggie and Simon both urged Bethany to get out of the house, to
dress up in a favorite outfit, to relax and drink a margarita with them.
The bar was loud and full of college-aged kids taking shots. Jude was late.
Maggie felt the guilt rise in her stomach, a symptom that was becoming monotonous to
her. Dragging her mourning sister out of the house to a bar that Jude may or may not
even show up to, Maggie sunk lower into her seat, but then there he was, stopping at the
front of the bar to buy a drink, and heading over to their table. He had on his work
clothes, brand name hiking clothes, thick and probably water resistant khaki pants,
Gortex hiking boots, and a fleece North Face pullover. She hoped she was not
overdressed in her low cut red wrap dress, although she thought he looked great; his
casual, underdone look was part of his appeal. When he sat down and put his arm around
her, she wondered why she ever questioned his interest in her, feeling happier than she
had felt in months, knowing she would be going home with him.
She had already forgotten the night she had questioned her own interest in him.
She had allowed their relationship to sway back to casual. They were both likely seeing
other people. It made each short connection more exciting, more playful, more of a game
again.
“Wanna go climbing tomorrow?” Simon asked Jude.
“Yeah. Let’s do it. I just bought some new shoes from the store with my bonus
money.”
“We’ll have to leave pretty early,” Simon said.
“I can do it,” Jude replied, dodging a knowing look from Simon. “Girls, too?”
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“Ah, I don’t think so,” Bethany said.
“But Simon bought you those pink climbing shoes. When are you going to break
‘em in?” Jude asked.
“Maybe Maggie wants to go. She can borrow them.”
“I don’t think so,” Maggie said. “I would probably get too tired, and I don’t really
want to sit on the ground while I watch ya’ll’s butts up in the air, grunting to grab the
next rock.”
Jude sniggered at this and Maggie remembered how much she enjoyed his
laughter. The bright colors of the bar made Maggie happy. There were band posters on
the wall and lit candles on the tables. The kitchen was serving tacos and the smell of
cilantro filled the air. Maggie convinced her sister to have another margarita.
Maggie was getting drunk and by the time Simon and Bethany announced their
departure, Maggie was too happy to care. In her mind, everything was going well. By
that time Simon and Bethany walked out the door, Maggie was ordering shots with Jude.
Two of Jude’s friends, Luke and Chris, had wandered in and Maggie was enjoying her
age and the attention. At midnight, Maggie suggested they go to another bar that stayed
open until five a.m.
Sous La Terre was one of Maggie’s favorite bars. She had started going there in
college, using her sister’s old driver’s license as a fake ID, leaving her underage friends
behind. She remembered walking down the steps into the underground bar to meet her
sister, hanging out with her sister’s friends and Simon’s friends, walking the line between
the kid sister and the friend. The bar didn’t open until midnight, and the jazz started
sometime after that. The mix of ages and races plus the musty smell of being hidden
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away underground from the political and aristocratic city of Montgomery always excited
Maggie. She couldn’t wait to get there, to follow this group of men, older than her sister,
whose group she had finally penetrated, to be the center of attention at her favorite place
and to dance under the low light and blurred inebriation of her peers.
But they needed cash first, to get it. Maggie handed Jude the keys to her car,
although she was more sober than he. She wanted him to drive. She wanted Jude to take
her wherever he wanted to go. Jude, Maggie, Luke and Chris, piled into the sedan.
Jude pulled into an Applebee’s parking lot where there was an ATM. Although
the restaurant was closed, the parking lot was full, with the cars of people at the nearby
bars. One group of young people stood in the center and suddenly Jude sped up, stopping
short in front of the group and laughing.
“Geez,” Maggie said.
“Hey, Jude. Stop fucking around,” Luke yelled from the backseat.
There were no parking spaces, so Jude stopped in the middle of the lot, and Chris
got out to go to the ATM and get cash for the group. Maggie saw a short police man turn
from the crowd and walk over to their car. Jude stuck his finger down the v-neck in her
dress, and she slapped his hand away. He laughed.
“Listen to this song,” he said to Luke.
“Jude, a cop.” Luke cut him off.
“Maybe we need to move.” Maggie said.
Jude turned and saw the police officer standing beside his window, a flashlight
shining in. He rolled down the window.
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“Can I help you, officer?” Jude asked and Maggie noticed how slurred his speech
was. Why hadn’t she driven?
“What do you think? Were you trying to scare those people half to death?”
“No. We were just trying to get some cash.”
“Why did you speed up when you saw them?”
“I didn’t see them. I was just driving.”
“You didn’t see them?”
Jude didn’t say anything.
“Get out of the car, Son.”
“Son of a bitch,” Jude mumbled.
“What did you say?” Maggie could hear the policeman say as the door slammed
shut.
She turned to Luke, who was covering his head with his hands.
“Shit. What do we do? Should I get out?” she asked.
“No. Stay here. Where’s Chris?” Luke asked.
She could hear the cop asking Jude questions, but she couldn’t hear him answer.
She knew he was saying something though, and the cop didn’t look happy. Then the
officer quickly turned Jude around and cuffed him against the car.
“Stay there,” he yelled and came around to Maggie’s side of the car. She rolled
down her window.
“Ma’am, is this your car?”
“Yes sir,” she said. “Well, it’s my father’s. Was my father’s. It’s in my parent’s
name, but yes it’s mine.”

191

“Your friend here is not being very cooperative tonight.”
“I’m so sorry officer. Can I get out of the car? I’m sure he just needs to cool off.
I’m very sorry.”
“He sure does need to cool off. I’m giving him a ticket for reckless driving, but if
he doesn’t shut up he might get more.”
“Oh God. I’m sorry officer. I understand. Please let me get out of the car. We can
figure this out.”
The officer opened the door for her. She walked around to the back of the car, the
night air brushing against her bare neck and legs.
“Son, I’m giving you a ticket for reckless driving,” the officer said, writing
something down on his clipboard.
“This is bullshit,” Jude said, Maggie now able to hear.
“Jude. Stop it. It’s okay.”
“No. It’s not. I didn’t do anything. He’s just on a power trip.”
“One more word, Son. I warned you.”
Jude didn’t say anything for a minute.
“Are you sure you have to give him the ticket? No one was really in danger. We
were still far away.”
“Ma’am, if he gets off with only a ticket, he is very lucky.”
“Yes sir. Okay. Thank you, officer.”
“Fuck you,” Jude said under his breath.
“What did you say?”
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Jude didn’t repeat it. At this moment, Chris returned from the ATM, walking in a
wide circle to the car, seeing Maggie with the cop and Jude handcuffed.
“Back away from the car, sir.”
“But I—“
“I said get back.”
Chris backed up his hands slightly raised, exposing his credit card and a few bills
in his palms. He walked away, sideways like a crab, unsure where to land. He settled on
the median between the parked cars in the lot.
“This is such bullshit—”
“Jude, please stop,” Maggie said, trying to cut him off before the officer heard
him, but it was worthless.
“Son, I told you not to cuss me.”
“What? I can’t say fuck?”
“All right. That’s it. You’re coming with me.”
“What? You got to be kidding.”
“Why?” Maggie asked, backing up as she spoke.
“Public order, ma’am. Or maybe I’m just on a power trip. Right, Son?”
The officer pulled Jude away by the arm, and yelled behind him, “Can you get
home okay, Ma’am?”
Maggie nodded and leaned into the car. A crowd had formed around them, the
same crowd Jude had playfully pretended to hit. She heard their comments, some
obviously directed to her, others to Chris, some trying to make them feel better and some
making fun of Jude.
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“What do we do now?” Chris looked at her and she first truly noticed him. He
stood there still standing a few feet away from, as if he was still not allowed to come
closer. He had on glasses that in the lamplight she could see herself in. She barely knew
Chris or Jude or Luke who was still in the car.
She wanted to call Bethany. Bethany was the only person who could fix this. She
wasn’t ready to take control yet. She gave Luke her keys and he moved into the front
seat.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“Simon’s,” she said.
While the boys drunkenly talked about how unfair the cop was, how he was
jealous of people ten years younger than him, how he would never get a better job,
Maggie became angrier and angrier with Jude and with herself.
“Why didn’t you drive?” was all Bethany could say to her sister when everyone
was sitting in her living room, smelling of smoke and beer. Maggie didn’t have an
answer. Simon made breakfast burritos for the boys to help them sober up.
“What do we do?” Maggie asked Simon in the kitchen while he was washing out
the skillet.
“We can’t do anything. We have to wait until he calls.”
Simon and Bethany went to bed and Maggie spread out on the couch. Chris fell
asleep on the armchair and Luke squeezed onto the couch with Maggie.
As she fell asleep, she felt Luke nudging his legs against hers under the blanket.
She ignored him until the stroking movement of his foot made her fully aware that the
touching was not accidental.
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Never before had she been so resistant to sex. Never before had she not cared
whether or not the guy was attracted to her and could remain an interest in her. Instead
she was angry. That was what her life had become. One casual sex partner was in jail
and his friend was moving in on her, hoping to get lucky. This wasn’t their fault. It was
hers.
Maggie threw the covers off and spent the rest of the night on Bethany’s bedroom
floor until she got a call from the Montgomery County jail. Jude was crying, but not
because he was sorry, but because he was scared, finally sobering and realizing where he
was. Maggie didn’t have enough money to bail him out, so Simon picked him up the next
morning, after twelve hours. On his way out the door, as Maggie tried to clean up the
mess the boys had made, Simon said to her, “You can do better than this, Maggie. I mean
it. This coming from his best friend.”
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Chapter 11

WHAT WAS building inside each of the three Creighton women one year after
Jerry Creighton’s death was a hatred for each other, for what they saw of themselves in
each other and for the parts of each other that they couldn’t understand. Joanna
Creighton had mourned the death of her husband for almost a year now. She had
questioned every aspect of the accident, every word he had spoken to her for the months
before it occurred, and every moment they had shared in their marriage. She had listened
to her own sister accuse her of the thing she feared the most, and now she felt her own
daughters were beginning to believe that as well.
Bethany could not stop comparing her marriage to her parents’ marriage, and
how she would resolve within herself the truth of the accident would determine whether
she had made the right choice. The right choice in Simon and the right choice in wanting
to start a family. Although Maggie had found solace in her sister the night of Jude’s arrest
and Bethany felt guiltily triumphant to see who Jude had become, she still felt some
jealousy toward her sister. While Maggie could not seem to get her life in order, she had
a passion in her that Bethany had long ago lost, and with Maggie’s life direction still
undetermined there was still a chance that she might embrace that passion and do
something that Bethany had long ago decided to give up because as she told herself, that
is what adults do.
At this time, Maggie whole-heartedly believed that her mother was to blame for
her father’s death. With every day that passed Maggie believed it more and more

196

although she had not admitted this to anyone, and without saying it aloud, it was hard to
realize this belief, and to understand it to be the source of her daily frustration and anger.
What was going through the minds of these three women on their way to
Bethany’s church one morning, a year after Jerry Creighton’s death, would have killed
him all over again. The year had wrestled these women to the ground and left them
squirming for the nearest breath of relief. None of them wanted to believe that their
father may have killed himself that Friday a year before, but all three of them wondered.
Joanna had not stopped wondering since she pulled up to the wreck three hundred and
sixty three days earlier.
Joanna was thinking about that moment in the ambulance when she tried to pray,
as she rode in the car with her two daughters on the way to the worship service, as she
had thought about it every time she got into a moving vehicle in the past year. She liked
to question every action she had made and every thought she had had before that
moment. She often wondered if she had just formed a full prayer, said something, asked
Him for something, but she believed that He knew. She hated Him, more than she had
hated churches, more than she had hated all of the cruel unreasonable people she had
wandered past in her life, more than herself, but she couldn’t stop asking him why, and
she knew that meant that she still believed He was there.
Bethany wasn’t thinking about God or her father’s car wreck. She wasn’t even
thinking about the hole she believed was in her stomach where a child once was, the hole
that had consumed her thoughts for the past several months. She was angry, angry at her
husband for having to work on a Sunday morning, angry that her dress didn’t fit right that
morning, angry that she had lost control of this life, unable to fix anyone’s problems, not
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even the bunny shaped coconut cake in her kitchen, whose icing had melted off promptly
after she had applied it that morning. But the thoughts on her current frustrations and
unhappiness, and the pain in her mother’s mind could not compare to Maggie’s
ruminations.
When Maggie and her mother had arrived at Bethany’s house and her sister
walked out to the car while complaining about her dress, Maggie got out of the passenger
seat.
“I’ll drive,” she told her mother, the first words she had spoken aloud since the
night before, since she had seen Jude at the bar, a last minute call to see her.
“Haven’t see you in a while,” he had said when she arrived.
“You haven’t called,” she replied.
He was with Luke watching a basketball game over the bartender’s head and
drinking beer. She sat with them in silence for a few minutes.
“Yeah, okay,” she said, getting up. “I’m leaving.”
“Why? You just got here.”
“Just not really feeling it tonight,” she said.
“Oh. Well, hope you feel better,” he replied and leaned in, kissing her on the
cheek.
She called Bethany while driving home.
“I’m just done,” she said. “He makes me so mad.”
“You shouldn’t let him do that,” Bethany said. “He can’t just call you whenever
he feels like it and expect you to come. Even Simon says you’re too good for him. I mean
he just can’t get his shit together.”
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“Really? Because that sounds like we would make a perfect pair.”
“Oh get over it, Maggie. Mom moved out. You have your life back now. You
have used up all of your excuses.”
“I just feel so lost,” Maggie admitted.
“I’m sorry. I have to go. Can we talk tomorrow?” Bethany said.
Maggie made it home in silence. She knew she should not go up to her bedroom,
but should go on a walk to get rid of some anger, anger at Jude, anger at her sister and
mother, anger at herself, but she went up anyway. She lay in bed in the empty apartment,
where she still had never brought Jude, and she recalled everything from the past year.
Counted each event out like a rosary bead, but the process did not heal her. It weighed
her down with each pearl of aggravation and pain accumulating into a pile of orbs
rubbing together a friction of uncertainty.
She barely slept. She rose in silence. When her mother picked her up for church,
she joined her in the car and Joanna drove to Bethany’s house. When her mother
consented to let Maggie drive in front of Bethany’s house, she took the wheel. She
pulled out of the driveway and headed toward I85, toward her father’s church.
“I think I just stopped caring about my weight when I was pregnant and now I
can’t get rid of it,” Bethany was saying.
“Honey, you don’t look bad. It’s just an old dress.”
“It’s a twelve, Mom. I can’t believe a twelve is tight on me.”
“Pregnancy changes your body.”
“I was barely pregnant.”
“Slow down, Maggie. Didn’t you see the speed limit?”
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Maggie hadn’t seen the speed limit. She rarely drove, except back and forth to
work. She had only been on this stretch of highway a number of times in the last year,
averting her eyes each time, afraid to look at the leftover stump from her father’s
accident.
Maggie was gaining control. She was in charge and she was ready to do
something big, that her mother and sister couldn’t do.
Bethany couldn’t fix it with her baby.
Joanna couldn’t fix it with the money or the move.
They were all lost and they were hiding it in idle prattle. Maggie had never felt so
exhilarated. She was doing the right thing. She would fix it. She sped up. Her mother and
sister continued.
“Ugh. I’m just so frustrated. Simon never gains weight. Maybe I should join the
Y.”
“You could take walks. I started taking walks at lunch, once around the entire
perimeter of the neighborhood—Maggie, please slow down. I’m not going to say it
again.”
“Yeah. It’s like sixty here. There are always cops,” Bethany said.
“Here?” Maggie said. “Here? Where Dad died? Where Dad drove his car into a
tree?”
“Maggie, what’s going on?” Her mother said.
The tears cooled her crimson face as she hit the gas and switched to the right lane.
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“I’m so tired of this,” she was yelling, through tears and hiccoughs. “I hate you. I
hate you so much. You did this. We all did this to him. Can’t you see? It’s our fault that
he’s dead. We killed him.”
Maggie swerved off of the pavement, her mother’s small SUV bumping over the
grass, aiming for a splintered stump in the distance. Bethany and Joanna were screaming
and Maggie could no longer see through the windshield, her head a blurry mess. Maggie
felt the wheel spin from her fingertips, her mother’s hand knocking hers away. The car
lurched down the embankment, slowing into a spin, leaving the car wobbling into place,
their backs to trees, facing the interstate in front of them. Maggie couldn’t feel her body,
not the fingers that drove her there or the feet that pushed the pedals.
The car had spun around like a child swinging from her father’s arms, the world
blurring into swirls of tree and grass and sky colored ice-cream. There was nowhere to go
but his arms. Her arms. Her mother’s arms. She lumped into them and was held together
tightly with the embrace, heaving every breath.
After several moments when the car felt still, and Bethany could see out over her
mother’s and sister’s sobbing embrace, through the windshield to the blowing weeds, to
the highway, cars still driving, the world still turning, she asked, “Everyone okay?”
And with their nods in confirmation, she said, “I’ll call Simon.”

SIMON AND Bethany had to pull Maggie out of the car, away from her mother’s
arms. She couldn’t stop crying and was having trouble with each breath. Bethany had to
wave off a few cars of people who stopped to make sure they were okay. Bethany drove
Maggie and her mother home in Simon’s car, while he tried to get the other car back onto
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the highway. Bethany and Joanna put Maggie to bed with water and a Tylenol PM. They
sat down in the kitchen beside the coconut bunny cake with runny icing.
Joanna began to cry. Bethany put her arm around her mother awkwardly. Honest
and sad tears were so uncommon in the Creighton family. They were usually mixed with
rage, the throwing of a hairbrush, jewelry box, or stuffed animal, the crashing of a car.
“I’m so sorry,” Joanna said. “I’m so sorry. I haven’t done anything right.”
“Oh Mom,” Bethany said. “How are we supposed to know what to do? Maggie’s
still just a child sometimes.”
“Oh, God,” Joanna said. “I don’t mean it like that. Maggie is the only one who is
making sense.”
“What are you saying? She just tried to kill us,” Bethany said.
“Well, isn’t that what you want to do too? I can’t believe it has been a whole year
and we are still like this. We are so afraid that he might have killed himself, that it might
be our fault, that we haven’t mourned him at all. I miss him so god-damned much.
Nothing makes sense without him.”
“God, I know,” Joanna said, beginning to cry. She thought of the baby, knowing
how much she would have liked to talk to her father about it, someone who had never
carried a child, but who knew how to love one more than himself.
“We’re all so damned crazy,” Joanna said. “He was the only one that held us
together. Somehow he made everything okay and most of the time I never even realized
that.”
Mother and daughter sat side by side at the table, crying and wiping their tears
with bare hands.
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“What are we going to do about Maggie?” Bethany asked after a few minutes.
“Maggie’s going to be fine,” Joanna said. “She got it all out. That’s how much
she loved him. And us, I guess. That much anger can only come from a whole lot of
love.”
Joanna seemed to notice the bunny cake for the first time. “What’s that for?” she
asked, her voice still cracking.
“Well, it was going to be for Easter lunch. I guess we won’t be doing that today
though.”
“Beth, Easter’s not for two weeks.”
“What? No it’s not. It’s today. That’s why ya’ll came to church with me. That’s
why I made lunch.”
“No, Honey. It’s not today,” Joanna said, smiling again. “Check your calendar
right there on the fridge. I just thought we’d go with you because of the date. As much as
I hate that church, I like being there, thinking of him. Especially today. It was a year ago
Friday. The Easter date changes every year though.”
“I knew that. I guess I just forgot. Just remembered it being when dad died.”
“That’s why it’s called a moveable feast,” Joanna said.
“Like Hemingway?” Bethany asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t think I read that one. It just means the date changes every
year.”
“Huh. I never knew it was called that. Learn something new every day,” Bethany
said.
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“Didn’t think you would learn something from your dumb old mother though did
you?”
“Well there is one thing I would like to know,” Bethany said.
“What’s that?” Joanna asked, picking up a butter knife and trying to spread some
of the icing back over the cake.
“Did you want to do that too?” Bethany asked. “Run yourself off the road into
Daddy’s tree? Just end it?”
Joanna hesitated, the butter knife hovering over the cake. Then she said softly,
“Everyday.”
“I’m so sorry, Mom,” Bethany said. “I’m so sorry he’s gone.” Bethany began
crying again, this time falling into her mother’s arms, just like her sister had done just an
hour before. Joanna held her oldest daughter, appreciating her words but wanting to stop
the pain for her, to carry it all on her own shoulders.
“What do we do now, Mom?” Bethany asked, her face against her mother’s shirt.
“What are we supposed to do?”
Joanna thought about how she could fix this for her daughter, how she could tell
her that everything was going to be fine, like she did with the miscarriage, how she could
try to relieve pain with money, how she could try to carry the burden by keeping secrets,
but all of it fell away. She offered her daughter the only thing she had left: honesty.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I just don’t know.”
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Chapter 12

TWO WEEKS later, on the Saturday before Easter, Bethany and Simon were
sitting in their kitchen drinking coffee. Every few minutes, Simon reached over and
squeezed his wife’s hand. Something had finally changed between them.
The two months since the miscarriage had been very difficult. Bethany was used
to her husband having his things, always out with friends, playing golf, or fishing. They
were independent people. When they decided to have a child and he seemed only
lukewarm about it, she assumed this must just be her thing, and when she miscarried, it
was still just her thing. That’s what it felt like at least.
Bethany tried to remain distant from her husband. She stayed at work a little
later, offered to host her book club at her house twice in one month, and she joined a
sewing class to learn how to make her own drapes. Simon’s usual distractions seemed to
be less and less common though. He was suddenly at the house all of the time, hovering
around her.
“Are you playing golf today?” she would ask on a Saturday.
“Well, some of the guys are playing at the club, but I don’t have to. I can stay
with you,” he would say.
“No, no. Please,” Bethany said. “You should get out of the house. I have lots to
do. See you tonight.”
She avoided him because she thought she might be about to lose him, and she
couldn’t bear another loss. She couldn’t open up to him anymore. She couldn’t tell him
the horrible thoughts she had had when she lost the baby. She couldn’t tell him how
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angry she was at him for not caring more, about whether they should have kids or about
how maybe they couldn’t. She couldn’t complain one more time about how much she
hated her job just to get a shrug in return.
Bethany had been glad to get the call from Maggie on the night of Jude’s arrest.
When she and Simon left the bar, he had tried to sleep with her and she once again
pushed him away.
“What’s the matter, darling?” he asked her.
“It’s just the baby. I just can’t after the baby,” she said.
He sighed and said, “I’m sorry.” Then he rolled over.
Lying in bed that night, her husband asleep beside her, she became so angry.
Something bigger than a baby had gotten between them. She couldn’t imagine sleeping
with him. He hadn’t known what was going on in her mind for so long. Their union
repulsed her. Even sleeping in the same bed seemed like a lie.
So, she was relieved to have the distraction of Jude’s arrest for the night, to
reaffirm that she was at least better off than her sister, who was struggling with the game
of dating and the antics of childish men.
After the attempted car crash, once Maggie calmed down and Joanna took her
home, Simon sat with Bethany in the living room, without the television on, both of them
together without distractions for the first time in months.
“You think Maggie is going to be okay?” he asked her.
“Mom seems to think so,” she said. Bethany sat quietly, too tired to think of any
excuse to be alone.
“I love you,” he said.
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“I love you too,” she said, automatically.
“No, Beth. I love you. I love you and I don’t know what has happened to us, but I
want to make it better. I don’t how to do that. I don’t know how to help you grieve your
father or the baby. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Sometimes, it’s so hard to
figure out what you’re thinking.”
“I know,” Bethany said. “I just feel like I am doing all the work by myself. You
just don’t seem to care anymore.”
“What work are you doing by yourself? You never stop doing work. Do you
really need to be doing stuff all the time? What do you really need? I want to care if I just
knew what you were thinking. What do you need?”
“I need a friend,” Bethany said.
“I’m your friend,” Simon said. “Just talk to me. I promise I will listen.”
It took several days for Bethany, but the Friday night before Easter, she told him
how she felt about the miscarriage, about the relief.
“I’m a horrible person. Aren’t I?” she said, crying over Chinese food on the living
room floor. They sat on an oriental rug, their feet spread out around the noodles and rice.
“You aren’t a horrible person. It might not have been our time yet. Having
children should feel right.”
“You never wanted children. Did you?” she asked.
“I like the idea of children, but the idea didn’t seem like ours; it seemed like
yours. Sometimes I felt there wasn’t any room for me.”
“I was so scared,” Bethany said. “All the time. I wasn’t ready. I thought you
agreed to it just to appease me.”
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“Beth,” Simon said, reaching for her hand. “I want to have children with you, but
we can’t do it just because we are trying to fix things. You’re not happy. We need to be
happy before we decide to do this. And I’ll do whatever it takes.”
Bethany nodded.
“I promise,” Simon finished.
The next morning while Simon read the sports page, Bethany looked through her
Southern Living. Bethany didn’t feel like the questions about her marriage were
resolved, but she felt more able to answer them now. She knew now that her marriage
didn’t have to be just like her parents’ marriage had been or the opposite of it. As many
problems as they had, her mother loved her father more than her own life. That’s all
Bethany wanted, to be able to love someone more than herself.
Simon let go of his wife’s hand when the phone rang. It was Simon’s father.
Bethany could hear him. He wanted Simon to look in the newspaper at an ad for a police
auction. Bethany was not the only one thinking of her father on Easter weekend.
“It’s probably not his,” Mr. Peterson was saying to his son. Bethany could hear
him from across the table. “I’m sure Joanna picked it up or sold it or something. I guess I
just had it on my mind. Maybe you shouldn’t tell Bethany. It might upset her.”
When Simon got off the phone, he didn’t look at his wife and she continued to
look through her magazine, but in a few moments she asked, “Well, can I see it?”
He was already looking at the page. There at the bottom in black and white was a
local police auction with a white 1989 Honda accord that looked just like her father’s car,
perhaps with a new windshield.
“You think it’s his?” Simon asked.

208

“It looks like it.”
“That’s too bad. Your mom should have picked it up. They are asking four
hundred for it. Not that she needs the money.”
“I want to see it,” Bethany said.
“Sorry. Here ya go,” he said moving out of the way for his wife to look at the ad.
“No, Simon. I want to go see it. I need to see the car.”
“Why?” he asked. “I don’t understand. It’s just a car. Isn’t that creepy? I mean not
creepy, but…I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“Simon. I want to see the car. I’m calling Mom and Maggie. Maybe they will go
with me if you won’t.”
“I’ll go with you. I just don’t understand.”
Bethany called her sister.
“I guess I could go see the Ferg again. It might be hard though. It’s just kind of
weird. I never saw it afterwards. Why do you want to do this?”
“I just want some kind of closure,” she said. “I can’t stop thinking about it right
now because of Easter and everything. I just want something that I can close and feel like
it’s really over.”
“I’m sorry about the other day,” Maggie said for the first time. “Maybe I’m not as
close to closure as you.”
There was silence on the line.
“Maybe this will help then. I’m calling Mom. Meet over here at two.”
“Mom? Are you sure? I mean she saw the wreck. Won’t that be a little hard?”
“She can say no.”
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“I hope this goes okay. You’re not even sure it’s his car.”
“It’s his car. I’ll see you at two.”
Joanna was not as easy to convince. Simon left to take a shower while his wife
continued in her phone calls.
“I just don’t understand, Beth. What are you hoping to find?” her mother asked.
“I don’t want to find anything. I just want to see it. I want to see something that
was his, that was everything he was. The tape deck. The ridiculously clean carpet.
Something I can say goodbye to.” Her mother didn’t respond. Bethany thought about her
sentences. The clean carpet. Carpet that someone must have cleaned after the accident.
There must have been some new parts added, at least a windshield. “You don’t have to
look at it. Maybe just come with us. Please, Mom.”
At two, Joanna, Maggie, Bethany, and Simon drove downtown to see Jerry’s car
at the auction. The lot was small with mostly old and beat up cars. Several were painted
neon colors. Simon parked in the front.
“I’ll find someone to talk to,” he said.
Maggie and Bethany got out of the car and walked along the first row of the lot.
Their mother followed.
“I bet there is cocaine in the crevices of the upholstery,” Maggie said, cupping her
hands to look in an old jalopy. “It just doesn’t feel right here.”
The women snaked around the lot, the sun beating down on their shoulders,
scalding their eyes. Bethany stopped short as she turned down a lane.
“There it is,” she said. They slowly walked to the car, nestled between a huge
Escalade and an old Datson.
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“That’s it,” Maggie said. She patted her hand on the roof and peered inside the
window. It looked mostly the same, but had obviously had some work done to the front
of it.
Bethany pulled on the passenger door and it opened, to her surprise. The seat belt
zipped down automatically, making way for someone to sit down. “Oh,” she said aloud.
There were no discernable blood stains on the maroon interior. It looked mostly
the same to the sisters, possibly a different smell. Joanna looked in from where she was
standing near the taillights.
“Hmph,” Bethany said, sitting down on the edge of the passenger seat, her legs
out the door. “There’s nothing in here. It’s empty.”
“What did you hope to find?” Maggie asked.
“I dunno. Something.” She remained there on the seat, Maggie leaning into the
next car, their mother with her hand over her purse at the end of the car.
“Oh, you found it,” Simon said, walking up with a salesman.
“This is a great deal, ladies. This car is in great condition,” the salesman said.
“Can you give us just a minute? We may need to talk about the cost,” Simon lied.
“Of course. Take your time,” he said.
“Well?” Simon asked, after the man had walked off.
“Nothing,” Bethany said. “You were right. It’s just a car.” She got up and shut the
passenger door. She and Maggie scooted out of the small space between the cards.
They began to walk away, when Joanna said, “I have something.”
Simon, Maggie, and Bethany turned and looked at her, standing by the car, her
face wet with tears.
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“Mom? What’s the matter?” Maggie cried.
“Oh God. I shouldn’t have taken you here. I’m so sorry,” Bethany said.
“No. No. This was good. I have something I need to give you, to share with you.
I’m not sure what it is.”
“I know you have gotten pretty good at keeping secrets lately, but you aren’t
really making sense,” Maggie said.
“Can we go to my house?” Joanna asked.
Simon nodded and they all got back in the car, leaving the salesman shaking his
head in the lot.

IN JOANNA’S living room in the house that she and Jerry built, Maggie, Bethany
and Simon sat, while she went upstairs. Joanna climbed the steps and went to her bedside
drawer retrieving the small silver key. She then opened the safe in her closet and looked
inside. There was the envelope, sitting on top, not having moved an inch since she hid it
away almost a year before. She took the envelope, shut the safe, and walked back
downstairs. Everyone looked up when she came in the room, silent. She dropped the
envelope on the coffee table.
“What’s this?” Bethany asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Okay…” Bethany said.
“It was in Daddy’s briefcase. I didn’t find it until a few weeks after the accident.
His briefcase was in his car. The letter was inside. I got all of it when the police gave me
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back all of his things. I didn’t want the car. I didn’t want most of the stuff, but I thought
the briefcase might have something important in it. And I found this.”
“You think this is something important?” Simon asked.
“I don’t know,” she replied. “I’ve never opened it.”
“You think it’s a suicide letter,” Maggie said.
“I don’t know.”
“What does it say on there?” Bethany asked.
Simon picked up the envelope and read, ‘“Mrs. Joanna Creighton, Bethany and
Maggie.’ It’s in an envelope from the school. What do you want me to do?”
No one said anything. Joanna sat down on her red leather armchair and stared out
the window, her hand to her mouth.
“I want to know why,” Maggie said finally. Bethany looked over to her sister.
Joanna’s eyes filled again. “I’m not mad anymore. I don’t think it was anyone’s fault. I
just want to know what he was thinking. I’m not sure if it will help, but I want to know.”
Simon slid his fingers up and down the envelope, turning it over and over.
“Beth?” he asked.
She put her hands up in the air, and said, “Yes. We should open it. Mom?”
Bethany signaled her mother, who joined her two daughters on the sofa. They held hands.
Simon read:

Joanna,
This is the speech I will be reading at the awards ceremony this month when Jerry’s
promotion will be announced. I know your family must be very excited. I just wanted to
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send this along to you and the girls, in case you wanted a copy, and in case there was
anything you thought I should add before then. I usually have Jerry read over these
things, but I want it to be a surprise. Can’t wait to see you in a few weeks and celebrate!
Tina
Speech:
I’m here tonight to help celebrate Jerry Creighton’s 30 years of service with the
university. What some of you may not know about Jerry is that he started here as a
student and a teaching assistant in 1979. Then after a number of years, he moved on to
become an associate professor in 1984. Seven years later, he became a full professor
which is when I moved into his department to work with him. In June of 2000, he was
awarded the Blount Endowment Research Grant, and later that year he became the Chair
of the Communications Department. As of next week, Jerry Creighton will be the
university’s new Associate Vice President of Communications and Marketing, a
promotion and honor that we have been waiting to announce until tonight.
As you can see, he has accomplished a lot in 30 years and he has been a great
asset to the school. One of the things I’ve noticed about Jerry over the years is that he’s a
team player, always willing to do whatever is needed to make things run smoothly.
Whether it’s joining a new committee, helping other people with issues or problems in the
course of their day, making a run to Sam’s or Costco for a faculty meeting snack, he just
does it. Another thing about Jerry is that he likes to volunteer for things. A lot of us may
say, “I have plenty to do and I don’t need to add anything else”, But Jerry… he’s
different. He actually volunteers to take on additional duties and special projects and he
enjoys doing them. I think he likes to do those things because it keeps him learning and
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growing and he always does a great job at whatever he puts his hand to. Now, I have
been in that office next to him for almost half of his 30 years and one of the most amazing
things about Jerry to me is that I’ve never seen him have a bad day or be in a bad mood.
I’m sure he’s had bad days like the rest of us, but the thing is, I never knew it. He has
been the same consistent, even-tempered, pleasant person EVERY day. I have
appreciated that.
But I think the thing that I admire most about Jerry is the way he cares for his
family… he speaks lovingly of his wife, Joanna (or “Mrs. Creighton” as he sometimes
refers to her) and his daughters, Maggie & Beth. His love and admiration for them all
shines through. So Jerry, as I finish this, if you didn’t know already, I want you to know
that I have appreciated working with you and for you all these years. But more than
that, I am proud to call you my friend.

If there is such a thing as purgatory, Jerry Creighton was released from it at the
moment. Maggie, Bethany, and Joanna felt a relief from their blame and guilt that was
replaced with a new kind of guilt, but a less burdensome one. They had almost forgotten
him. They had almost forgotten the man whose shoulders they had stood on for so many
years. They had been lost for a whole year, and suddenly they found him again, the man
who tied them all together. Perhaps this letter didn’t provide factual evidence to prove
that he didn’t purposely drive himself into a tree, but the women had never believed in
his goodness more honestly and wholly until that moment, until they felt released of their
guilt and pain, until they were able to mourn him and not grieve over the situation or
themselves.
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The next day, the Creighton women sat in the sanctuary of Jerry Creighton’s
church. They sang Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus,” loudly while standing. They were not
able to go to the service last year. Maggie and Joanna were not able to hear their father’s
voice in the choir then, but on this day over a year later, they heard their mother’s voice,
and it was almost as if that made it okay.
After church, over a store bought lunch on paper plates in the park across from the
church, the Creighton women talked. They shared honesties without consideration of
their audience, of any judgment, of any preconceptions.
They confessed.
Joanna promised to call Rena. Bethany couldn’t promise to try for another child;
instead she promised to quit the law firm and take a clerkship at the federal court. Maggie
promised to apply to graduate school in Birmingham. They weren’t whole again, but
they were healing. They finished their lunch and threw away the mess with nothing to
clean up, nothing to fix. They drove home past the tree stump on I-85 that Jerry
Creighton had crashed his car into, and they didn’t look away.
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